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Abstract
Shorebirds and Other Stories is a collection of original feminist gothic short fiction set in 
Alaska. A critical introduction to the creative portion situates the work within the historical 
context of feminist gothic literature, feminist theory, and contemporary feminist psychology, 
while rejecting an application of Julia Kristeva's theory of the abject. Kristeva's theory is 
commonly cited in gothic analyses of female monsters, but this introduction argues that her ideas 
position women in an essentialist, misogynist Freudian-based psychology, which is in stark 
contrast to feminist gothic literature's project of asserting women's subjectivity. Each short story 
in the creative portion reflects themes of maternal subjectivity, ambivalence, or abortion, while 
drawing inspiration from classic and contemporary feminist gothic literature. Moreover, the 
collection includes works of realism and the fantastic, the former genre revealing the deep 
humanity of women deemed monstrous by a patriarchal society, while the latter celebrates 
radical feminist difference in such monstrous tropes as the vampire, werewolf, and witch. In the 
tradition of feminist gothic literature, Shorebirds and Other Stories features “monstrous” women 
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CRITICAL INTRODUCTION TO SHOREBIRDS AND OTHER STORIES:
In Shorebirds, a collection of feminist gothic stories set in Alaska, I contemplate themes 
of maternal subjectivity, ambivalence, and abortion. Feminist gothic writers have navigated this 
terrain for hundreds of years, and I draw inspiration from classic novels, such as Mary Shelley's 
Frankenstein, or, The Modern Prometheus, as well as more contemporary fiction, like Toni 
Morrison's Beloved and Mariana Enriquez's Things We Lost in the Fire. My stories depend on 
these works and others in the long line of feminist gothic texts that contemplate women's rights 
and motherhood in revolutionary ways, offering perspectives that reveal not essentialized abject 
monstrosity but rather strong characters who are marginalized and entrapped by a white 
heterosexist patriarchal system.
Feminist gothic literature has deep ties to the evolution of Western feminism and feminist 
literary criticism, which I explore in this introduction in order to contextualize my collection of 
stories. Moreover, the gothic is a profoundly queer genre (Halberstam, Skin Shows; Palmer; 
Haggerty), and therefore I denote ways in which queer theory intersects with the history and 
criticism of the genre, especially in term of psychosocial construction of gender and sexuality. I 
then offer examples of my own feminist queering of classic gothic conventions in Shorebirds.
Next, I contemplate gothic monstrosity in relation to the maternal and feminine realm. 
While numerous literary critics have deployed Julia Kristeva's psychoanalytic theory of the 
abject in gothic criticism, I argue her ideas constitute an antifeminist Freudian legacy that 
positions the mother as a prediscursive object and entrenches misogyny in essentialist 
psychology. Such a theory forces a conservative reading of the often-ambivalent gothic genre; 
moreover, Kristeva's theory stands in stark opposition to a central project of feminist gothic 
literature, which asserts the subjectivity of women and mothers.
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The final section of this introduction draws on contemporary feminist psychology, 
feminism, and queer theory as I contemplate maternal subjectivity and gothic monstrous tropes. 
In Shorebirds, I portray female monsters in the genres of both realism and the fantastic, given 
that feminist gothic literature features both types of story. While the fantastic works presented in 
this dissertation offer a more celebratory depiction of monsters, including the vampire, werewolf, 
and witch, my realistic pieces illustrate very human women who struggle against patriarchal 
labels of monstrosity. In the tradition of feminist gothic literature, Shorebirds offers an 
empathetic perspective that highlights each ‘monstrous' woman's personal and often traumatic 
history, while honoring her ambivalent feelings and desperate struggle for subjecthood.
First, however, it is important to clarify my use of certain terms in this paper. While some 
of my sources capitalize ‘gothic' and its related terms, and others do not, I have chosen not to 
capitalize in order to stress that the gothic is more than a distinct literary period born in England. 
Mulvey-Roberts questions the meaning of the term, “Is [the gothic] a plot, a trope, a topos, a 
discourse, a mode of representation, conventions of characterisation, or a composite of all these 
characteristics?” (xxi). Mulvey-Roberts argues that the gothic can signify any of these 
descriptors, and I agree. In fact, the genre operates rather like the monster-figure itself: oozing, 
multiplying, often on the margins, and sometimes in disguise. The gothic can be difficult to 
categorize, but if one accepts Ellen Moers's basic definition that it “has to do with fear” (90), 
then it has existed in various forms all around the world throughout the ages.
Other gender-related words require clarification. Whereas gender is neither binary nor 
stable, I use the identity terms woman and female in keeping with many of my cited scholars. 
However, there are areas where I deviate from my sources' use of Female Gothic or women's 
gothic in favor of the more inclusive term feminist gothic, by which I mean any gothic work that 
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contains powerful feminist themes or elements, regardless of the author's gender. Moreover, 
while the term feminism did not come about until the late nineteenth century, I fold earlier 
struggles for women's rights into the more modern meaning of the word. I rely on bell hooks's 
definition that feminism occurs when anyone “resists sexism, sexist exploitation, and 
oppression” (xi). Therefore, when I employ the word patriarchy, I am not referring to all men, 
but rather to a white, heterosexist social system that affects people differently depending on the 
intersectionality of their various identity markers. As hooks explains, “patriarchy is structured so 
that sexism restricts women's behavior in some realms even as freedom from limitations is 
allowed in other spheres” (5). In other words, people suffer differently and to different degrees 
under the system.
While feminist gothic literature is rich with a great diversity of authors, and 
intersectionality is a profoundly important aspect of gothic criticism, I maintain a focus 
consistent with my own identity markers because I do not want to appropriate cultural 
experiences that I have only viewed as an outsider. In this sense, Shorebirds is not representative 
of the diversity of women in Alaska. However, the collection features certain aspects of 
intersectionality in terms of class, age, sexuality, and religion. For example, “Winterkill” and 
“The Portrait” highlight struggles faced by families of the sinking middle class, while in 
“Shorebirds,” class, age, and religion are shown as factors that can restrict women's access to 
abortion. Likewise, “Mariposa” contemplates how reproductive freedom is curtailed for 
teenagers who lack parental consent. Another example of intersectionality is in “Sundowners,” as 
the story illustrates religious-based expectations of women to marry men and have children, and 
homophobia, including the internalized negative feelings queer people turn on themselves, is 
central to the piece.
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A Brief History of the Feminist Gothic
The gothic genre of literature originated in 1764 with Horace Walpole's The Castle of Otranto, 
which blends romanticism and horror. The book is about a lustful patriarch who chases his dead 
son's innocent fiancee throughout his castle in hopes of marrying her so that she will bear him a 
male heir. Other authors soon published works of a similar style, and the new genre was born.
From its first inception, gothic literature had a predominantly female readership; women not only 
constituted the new genre's chief audience, but also many of its authors (Becker 2; Milbank 
120).
Early critics categorized the gothic by gender, often describing works written by men as 
“horror” and those by women as “terror” (Ellis ix; Clery 9; Knowles 152; Ledoux 3). Men's 
writing of the early gothic was thought to be more graphic and the supernatural elements remain 
mysterious; on the other hand, critics explained that women's “terror” writing maintains a 
connection to romanticism's sublime while the supernatural is, in the end, explained (Clery 9; 
Ellis xvi-xvii; Ledoux 3). Donna Heiland suggests a subversive reason that women writers 
rationalized the supernatural in their books. She argues that by doing so, the authors dismantled 
the sublime mechanism “as a mode of social control” (Heiland 5) by instead offering logical 
explanations to female readers, which in turn allowed them “to fight back in ways that let them 
strengthen their place in the patriarchy” (Heiland 5). Gothic literature has since its inception been 
understood in gendered terms, and such divisions have been deeply complicated since the advent 
of feminist literary criticism in the 1970s, which I discuss in a latter section of this introduction.
Among the early gothic women writers were Clara Reeves, Ann Radcliffe, Sophia Lee, 
Mary Wollstonecraft, and Charlotte Dacre, but there were in fact more than fifty women 
publishing gothic works between 1790 and the 1820s (Clery 2). Susanne Becker surmises that 
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due to “its instant popularity with women both as writers and as readers, the gothic was early on 
seen as part of female culture and as a ‘women's genre'” (2). It is important to note that while the 
gothic was not respected by the male literary establishment, women authors of the time were 
celebrated in more popular ways. Consequently, E. J. Clery concludes that women writers were 
freer than men to take risks and write highly imaginative material because they were working 
professionals focused on selling books to their audiences and did not have to worry about 
maintaining respect from the canon (23). Due to its writers and readers, the gothic was the first 
truly feminized genre, and it began in the time when women first gained widespread access to 
literacy.
In the eighteenth century, the growth of the British middle class resulted in a historic 
increase of female education and literacy rates (Knowles 141-142), which in turn led to greater 
female empowerment as well as new literary career possibilities for women (Knowles 142; Clery 
2-3). For the first time in history, great numbers of women had access to books, and, as Alison 
Milbank notes, the gothic eventually attracted a wider economic spectrum of female readers, 
with middle-class women reading novels in their personal libraries and less monied women 
obtaining chapbooks of “low” gothic literature (120). Empowered by literacy, women 
overwhelmingly supported the gothic and its “blatant flouting of realism” (Wallace, Histories 1).
Many feminist theorists highlight the significance of this fact. Clery argues that any 
history of early women's writing that defines it in a nonpolitical, miniaturist, parlor-room way 
“notably distorted our understanding of women's achievement in Gothic writing” (2). She goes 
on to list the gothic's many characteristics: “wild passions, the sublime, supernatural phenomena, 
violent conflict, murder and torture, sexual excess and perversion, outlandish settings, strange 
minglings of history and fantasy” (Clery 2). Indeed, considering the deeply repressive contexts 
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surrounding the lives of eighteenth-century women, it is important to appreciate the anarchic 
freedoms of their gothic fantasies. Moreover, the genre, which was so consumed with the past— 
a past that women were largely written out of—offered women an opportunity to insert 
themselves back into history (Wallace, Histories 1-2). Clearly, early women writers 
accomplished a great deal through the gothic, but their engagement was generally not in an 
uplifting or positive mode.
A poignant aspect of this fantasy genre is its profound negativity. Not only did women let 
loose their wild passions, they also gave voice to their anguished state. As Claire Knowles 
phrases it, “Gothic fiction has, almost from its inception, been concerned with exploring the 
sufferings visited upon women by the patriarchal cultures in which they live” (141). In fact, even 
those novels with happy endings, such as Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre, remain haunted by the 
eerie negativity featured throughout the book. In plot after plot, that which appears good rarely 
turns out to be so: The beautiful house is unfortunately haunted, the sexy rich bachelor has a mad 
wife locked in his attic, and the brilliant scientist ends up creating a monster. Through gothic 
literature, women asserted a radical negativity as they expressed anger and even rage at their 
entrapment and oppression (Becker; Knowles; Horner and Zlosnik).
This negative power of the gothic resonated both with women of the eighteenth century 
and in every epoch that followed. While the gothic has stagnated at times, the genre has never 
entirely disappeared. After the initial craze of the early gothic in the 1700s, it became less wild 
and more conformist during the mid-nineteenth century (Sage 150). The genre experienced a 
resurgence of popularity during Victorian times due to an increased “pleasure in horror and 
darkness” as well as a focus on “sexuality, sexual taboo, and sex-roles” (Sage 150). While 
Modernism and its accompanying antinationalism subdued the genre to some extent, the rise of 
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feminism and postmodernism in the 1960s led to a boom in gothic popularity that has continued 
into contemporary times (Sage 154). Moreover, since the 1970s, the genre has been closely 
aligned with Western feminism and its project of women's subjectivity (Wallace, “Haunting”; 
Wallace, Histories; Ellis; Horner and Zlosnik).
The Early Link Between Feminism and the Gothic
There is a strong historical connection between feminist movements and gothic booms 
(Becker; Wallace, Histories; Knowles). The rise of female literacy in the eighteenth century both 
enabled the growth of gothic literature as a genre and led to a demand for women's rights. In an 
age when women had very little public power, gothic fiction provided a means to covertly 
communicate their ideas. As Diane Hoeveler points out, the genre “worked as a coded and veiled 
critique of all of those public institutions that have been erected to displace, contain, or 
commodify women” (xii-xiii). This coding explains the genre's ambiguity, as gothic works tend 
to contain both conservative and progressive—even radical—elements all at once.
During the first gothic boom, Mary Wollstonecraft published a landmark essay appealing 
for women's rights. In her 1792 A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Wollstonecraft radically 
states the moral equality of the sexes, draws attention to the sexual double standard, and argues 
that women should have the same basic rights as men, especially in education. At the time, in 
fact for a period spanning more than two hundred years, married women in England were 
considered “civilly dead,” their identities and all ensuing rights legally subsumed by their 
husbands (Wallace, “Haunting” 31; Wallace, Histories 195). Diana Wallace comments on the 
metaphors that Wollstonecraft employs in her essay, including live burials and specters, and 
suggests a deep connection between gothic conventions and women's oppression in terms of 
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civil death. In other words, while women's subjectivity has been “ghosted” throughout history, 
feminist gothic writers have written these female ghosts into their texts.
Indeed, Wollstonecraft's essay is not only foundational to feminism but also to the 
feminist gothic. Wollstonecraft's assertion of women's subjectivity has continued as a central 
project of contemporary Western feminism, and her work has had a similar lasting effect on 
feminist gothic writers (Knowles; Wallace, “Haunting;” Hoeveler). According to Hoeveler, Ann 
Radcliffe serves as an example of an early writer influenced by Wollstonecraft:
Radcliffe's later novels actually fictionalize the major claims presented by Mary 
Wollstonecraft's Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), for if Wollstonecraft 
condemns the inadequate educations women receive, Radcliffe demonstrates the 
disastrous effects of such training on her gothic antiheroines. (2)
Wollstonecraft herself became a gothic novelist with her posthumously published Maria: 
or, the Wrongs of Woman in 1798. This text is a radically feminist gothic work that celebrates 
women's sexuality and criticizes patriarchal institutions, such as marriage, while asserting the 
importance of women's subjectivity. Like Radcliffe's work, Maria fictionalizes the ideas 
Wollstonecraft posited in Vindication of the Rights of Woman.
Unfortunately, Mary Wollstonecraft died long before her vision of civil rights for women 
would be realized. In 1797, at the age of thirty-eight, Wollstonecraft succumbed to childbed 
fever just a few days after giving birth to her daughter of the same name. The child would grow 
to read and reread Wollstonecraft's feminist writings, often at her gravesite (Gilbert and Gubar 
222-223; Mellor 20), and at the young age of eighteen, Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley would pen 
one of the best-known gothic novels of all times, Frankenstein, or, The Modern Prometheus.
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The Gothic and the Birth of Feminist Literary Criticism
Shelley's Frankenstein is foundational to feminist literary criticism, for it is in part 
through this novel that such a perspective emerged. Prior to second wave feminism of the 1970s, 
gothic literature was marginalized from the literary canon, and scholarship on the form was 
limited. Juliann Fleenor notes, “The Gothic has generally had a negative critical reception. From 
the first it has been seen as a ‘feminine' form, outside the mainstream of literature. Its authors 
have been criticized as dealing in trivialities or as being too emotional, charges frequently 
characterized as feminine” (8). There are several scholarly works on the gothic's history and 
influences dating from the 1920s through the 1950s (Heiland 181-182), and during this time 
Freudian psychoanalytic interpretations took center stage (Frank xi-xiii). It was not until second 
wave feminism of the 1970s that a more complex feminist inquiry emerged; criticism and genre 
were closely linked in this endeavor. As Wallace states, the gothic was “central to the 
development of feminist criticism” (Histories 15). In other words, the genre did as much to 
create feminist scholarship as the inquiry did to recognize the genre's importance.
Ellen Moers, in her seminal work Literary Women, termed a subgenre the Female Gothic, 
and her study engages in a startling nontraditional criticism that involves biographical readings 
as well as a psychoanalytic approach, which focuses on the unconscious processes of the human 
psyche. Moers also links women's writing throughout history and reflects on such illicit themes 
as maternal ambivalence. Moreover, Moers posits the subgenre as a specifically female and 
feminist line that stretches from Ann Radcliffe and Mary Shelley to the Brontes and finally to 
writers of Moers's own time such as Sylvia Plath and Adrienne Rich. In a move further 
distinguishing gothic by gender, Moers positions the female gothic plot as distinct from the male, 
arguing that the female focuses on the “traveling heroinism,” for example in Radcliffe, and the 
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“birth myth,” which is found in Shelley's Frankenstein (qtd. in Wallace and Smith 2). 
Additionally, Moers highlights the significance of Frankenstein for how it represents the horrors 
of pregnancy and childbirth, which in a turn from traditional Freudian psychoanalysis offers a 
position of maternal subjectivity rather than objectivity.
Another especially influential book of the 1970s is Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar's The 
Madwoman in the Attic, which likewise applies many classic works as key texts, including 
Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre and Mary Shelley's Frankenstein. Like Moers, Gilbert and Gubar 
use both a psychoanalytic and historical approach to examine classic gothic women writers' 
anxiety stemming from the confines of patriarchal society. Their scholarship did much to 
advance the subgenre of the female gothic. In a groundbreaking analysis of Charlotte Bronte's 
texts, Gilbert and Gubar suggest the concept of splitting and doubling. For example, in Jane 
Eyre, the madwoman Bertha is in fact a crazed double of the more sedate Jane, who must split in 
order to fully express her rage at her entrapment. In this sense, Gilbert and Gubar illustrate how 
the teenaged Jane's subjectivity revolts against patriarchal control and madly, even murderously, 
insists on expression.
Gilbert and Gubar also offer a startling analysis of Shelley's Frankenstein. Like Moers, 
they emphasize the biographical historical context of the author as a poor unwed teenage mother, 
but they further posit a link between Shelley's identity and that of the abject creature in 
Frankenstein, asserting that the “male monster may be a female in disguise” (237). Gilbert and 
Gubar make a strong argument, pointing out that the motherless outcast creature was as 
“nameless as a woman is in a patriarchal society” (241). In this way, they position the novel as 
part of a feminist gothic project in which women's and mothers' subjectivity is paramount. 
Accordingly, Gilbert and Gubar highlight a major accomplishment of the text, one that advances 
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both feminism and gothic literature: In Frankenstein, the creature speaks. In fact, Shelley devotes 
a large portion of her novel to the monster's perspective, which was a first for the genre. Gilbert 
and Gubar rightly celebrate the revolutionary spirit of such a narrative that asserts the feminized 
monster's subjectivity.
Second wave feminist literary criticism of the gothic in turn fed its popularity. As Victor 
Sage notes, “From the late 1960s on, we have seen the growth of new markets and new readers, 
which parallel, but far surpass, the market expansion of the original Gothic Novels” (154). Sage 
further asserts that modern authors, knowledgeable about feminist literary criticism and the 
deeply subversive potentials of classic gothic conventions, began to overtly utilize the form to 
deepen the conversation. The Bloody Chamber, Angela Carter's 1979 retelling of traditional fairy 
tales, is an example of such a strategy. This is a practice that continued with each subsequent 
wave of feminism.
The Gothic and Feminism in the 1980s
While the definition of the female gothic remained constant in the 1970s and into the 
1980s, signifying the gender of the gothic authors, psychoanalytic criticism flourished in this 
new era. Thriller and horror films also became a focus of study. At this same time, theorists 
began to question some of the assumptions within earlier scholarship while also taking gothic 
analysis in new directions. Some theorists in the 1980s worked to broaden the scope of gothic 
scholarship, pushing back against the 1970s second wave essentialism and heteronormativity, 
while others stressed conservative elements of the genre. Queer and antiracist activism 
transformed the struggle for women's rights, and this progression was reflected in both gothic 
criticism and creativity.
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For example, Toni Morrison's Pulitzer-prize winning gothic novel Beloved, published in 
1988, focuses on African American individuals whose lives and decisions are deeply affected by 
the trauma of slavery. Widely analyzed and categorized in many ways, Beloved is among other 
things considered a gothic text due to its engagement with the supernatural and its chronicling of 
the past coming back to haunt the present. In Beloved, Morrison clearly establishes a crisis of 
maternal subjectivity as she chronicles Sethe's journey from slavery to freedom, depicting 
several battles in which she struggles against her doomed state as an abject object. Her novel is 
not only an indictment of patriarchy, but of white patriarchy, and Morrison advances a feminist 
project of asserting women's and mothers' subjectivity while highlighting critical aspects of 
intersectionality.
Moreover, Morrison's theoretical insights in critical writings and interviews about 
Beloved add a vital component to gothic discourse. She argues that writing the supernatural is 
“indicative of the cosmology, of the way Black people looked at the world. We are very practical 
people, down-to-earth, even shrewd. But within that practicality we also accepted what I suppose 
could be called superstition and magic. (Morrison qtd. in J. Caputi 336). Whereas the term 
gothic implies a European epistemology and lineage, Morrison clearly establishes a different 
cosmology in her novel. This is a critical move because it complicates gothic genre 
categorization, lineages, and epistemologies. Theorists Elizabeth McAlister and Sarah Juliet 
Lauro have similarly contemplated this issue, noting the non-European heritage of the zombie 
figure—so popular today in gothic films, shows, and games—whose origins are Haitian.
Another example of progressive change in feminist gothic criticism involves queer 
theory, and Eve Sedgwick's work is central to this transformation. Early on, she defined a new 
course for feminist scholarship with her groundbreaking works of nascent queer theory, The
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Coherence of Gothic Conventions, in which she analyzes how identity is formed through classic 
gothic conventions. Sedgwick furthered this perspective some years later as the AIDS crisis 
worsened with Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire. This work 
portrays the classic gothic as a genre that established and secured not homosexual identity but 
rather patriarchal heterosexual identity. In the book, Sedgwick notes that gothic literature “was 
the first novelistic form in England to have close, relatively visible links to male homosexuality” 
(91). Moreover, she contemplates how identity is constructed according to conservative 
patriarchal forces. Sedgwick complicates and queers the feminist gothic project of women's 
subjectivity by questioning sexuality and gender identity formation. Between Men not only 
instituted a new way of regarding the gothic genre, it also sparked a movement of queer literary 
scholarship, which is a vital part of gothic studies.
A more problematic text is Barbara Creed's immensely influential Monstrous-Feminine: 
Film, Feminism, Psychoanalysis. Exploring gothic horror films through psychoanalysis, Creed 
relies on Julia Kristeva's theory of the abject. Rather than analyze the woman-as-victim theme in 
horror films, as did her predecessors, Creed focuses on representations of the female monster. 
Creed excels at highlighting the misogynist elements of patriarchal imaginings, while also 
detailing the female monsters' awesome power. However, her reliance on Kristeva's theory is 
quite limiting for maternal and feminine subjectivity, and for feminism in general. I expand this 
critique later in this paper.
The Gothic and Third Wave Feminism
Third wave feminism furthered intersectionality with a focus on struggling against all 
oppression rather than sexism alone, and gothic studies continued to expand in this direction as 
well. While some critics upheld distinctions between male and female gothic authors, others 
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focused on differences between conservative and progressive gothic trends. Moreover, there 
were those who placed emphasis on sexuality, race, or class rather than gender in the gothic. 
Scholarship employing a historical rather than psychoanalytic approach took precedence, as 
several notable works of historical socio-cultural gothic analysis emerged (Wallace and Smith 3). 
There was also increasing emphasis on lesser known and contemporary gothic literature and 
film. Each new avenue of criticism served to complicate and broaden the scope of the gothic.
For example, Toni Morrison's Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary 
Imagination offers a vital critique of white American literature. Morrison points out that most 
American literature was written by white people for a white audience. She further posits that 
white imaginings privilege white (light) over black (dark), and while she does not take the 
American gothic as her specific focus, her examination of common literary devices certainly 
pertains to the genre. Moreover, part of Morrison's stated purpose in writing Playing in the Dark 
is “to avert the critical gaze from the racial object to the racial subject; from the described and 
imagined to the describers and imaginers” (90). This is an antiracist agenda that Morrison 
accomplished in her earlier novel Beloved, which certainly changes the gaze as the novel 
positions an enslaved woman, Sethe, from a described object to a subject-imaginer.
Another third wave critical text is Paulina Palmer's Lesbian Gothic: Transgressive 
Fictions. Palmer importantly argues that lesbian gothic texts have been sidelined in the world of 
literary criticism, and she details ways in which such works both position lesbian subjectivity 
and wield gothic conventions, offering a lengthy analysis of tropes of female monsters. She 
asserts that while gothic texts and films often “reinforce and perpetuate existing definitions of the 
abject,” lesbian works born of radical feminist imagination “problematize and challenge them” 
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(8). Palmer relies on a constructive socio-historical lens, and for this reason, her study of female 
monsters yields quite different results than Barbara Creed's.
Similarly, Judith [Jack] Halberstam's Skin Shows: Gothic Horror and the Technology of
Monsters reads the gothic through a historical rather than psychoanalytic lens. Her study 
analyzes gothic texts but also, like Creed, classic horror films. Halberstam, however, finds very 
different results, in that she relies on Foucault to argue the ways in which the gothic genre served 
to construct and advance the psychoanalytic framework. She states, “A historical study of Gothic 
and of Gothic monstrosity must actually avoid psychoanalytic readings just long enough to 
expose the way that Gothic actually participates in the production of something like a 
psychology of self” (Halberstam 8). This assertion is a major shift from earlier critics who 
engage psychoanalysis to interpret the gothic, for in this book Halberstam historicizes aspects of 
psychoanalytic theory as emerging from gothic literature. Strangely, she references Julia 
Kristeva's theory of the abject without directly confronting it. However, Halberstam clearly 
asserts that psychoanalysis is not outside of history, but very much constructed by it.
The Gothic and Fourth Wave Feminism
Today, in the current period of fourth wave feminism (Horner and Zlosnik 2), debates 
over the feminist gothic continue while the genre expands into ever-increasing and popular 
forms, such as music, gothic television, and games. While the historical approach continues its 
precedence (Wallace and Smith 5), criticism also continues to flourish in the psychoanalytic 
realm; in some cases, the two approaches harmonize.
For example, in two contemporary critical books Diane Wallace argues for maintaining 
both the historical and psychoanalytic approach. In The Female Gothic: New Directions (with 
Andrew Smith) and Female Gothic Histories: Gender, History and the Gothic, Wallace points 
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out that historical and psychoanalytic criticism are not mutually exclusive, and argues that 
incorporating both approaches is vital for a full understanding of gothic literature. However, she 
quotes Alex Owens in a warning against theories that rely on essentialist frameworks: “We must 
not permit ourselves to become trapped in the darkened rooms of our own making” (qtd. in 
Wallace, Histories 196). In Female Gothic Histories, Wallace clearly takes a position against 
traditional Freudian-based psychoanalysis and instead highlights the work of Luce Irigaray.
Another critical text is Avril Horner and Sue Zlosnik's 2016 Women and the Gothic. In 
this essay collection, Horner and Zlosnik emphasize the revolutionary aspect of women's gothic, 
pointing out that fourth wave feminism is a return to second wave spirit. They state that even 
though Western world women have made economic and legal advances, contemporary gothic 
literature by women continues to “convey anxiety and anger about the lot of women” (Horner 
and Zlosnik 1). The editors appreciate that third wave and postfeminism advanced complex 
ideas, rejected the rigidity of binary gender categories, and stressed intersectionality, but they 
also assert that the esoteric rhetoric sometimes muddled and curtailed feminist movements. 
Describing the 2013 advent of fourth wave feminism, Horner and Zlosnik call for a renewed 
commitment to feminism. While they clarify that they do not promote a “return to the 
ghettoization of work by women prevalent in the 1970s and 1980s,” they do proclaim that their 
collection is “unashamedly on women: women characters within texts; women as Gothic authors; 
women as readers; women as critics; women as theorists” (Horner and Zlosnik 2). The essays 
cover feminist, antiracist, and queer theorizing of classic and contemporary literature, plus gothic 
film, television, and gaming.
Clearly, the gothic genre continues to gain in popularity not only with general audiences 
but also with scholars engaged in critical work. In this section, I have demonstrated that each 
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gothic surge is historically connected to movements of women's rights and subjecthood, while 
gothic criticism reflects evolving feminist thought. Victor Sage argues that many gothic writers 
and readers are aware of feminist theory, and that the knowledge “feeds round in a loop” that 
deepens both the stories and feminist discourse (qtd. in Mulvey-Roberts 154). Therefore, while 
my collection Shorebirds relies on rather standard classic gothic conventions, the stories are very 
much influenced by contemporary feminist gothic fiction and theory.
Feminist Gothic Conventions in Shorebirds
Critics from the eighteenth century and into contemporary times have noted the gothic's long list 
of conventions, which are summarized here by an 1801 Monthly staff reviewer as “unnatural 
parents,—persecuted lovers,—murders,—haunted apartments,—winding sheets and winding 
stair-cases,—subterraneous passages,—lamps that are dim and perverse, and that always go out 
when they should not,—monasteries,—caves,—monks, tall, thin, and withered, with lank 
abstemious cheeks,—dreams,—groans,—and specters” (qtd. in Hoeveler 2). Other common 
items on the gothic list are: ties between narration and visual artwork; a jeopardized inheritance; 
a wise but curious heroine; a sexually transgressive tyrant; an oppressive setting; multiple 
narrators and the epistolary form; supernatural elements; altered states of consciousness (those 
differing from a normal wakeful state); an overall gloomy tone; and a general effect of fear.
These conventions exist in both progressive and conservative gothic literature; however, 
in feminist texts, gothic authors instill classic conventions with subversive meanings (Ellis; 
Becker; Hoeveler; Wallace, Histories). In Shorebirds, I have followed this feminist practice. Of 
course, the short form cannot at once accommodate as many gothic features as the novel simply 
due to length, but throughout my collection I employ and queer many of the major conventions 
stated above. In this exercise, I was especially inspired by Mariana Enriquez's contemporary 
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story collection Things We Lost in the Fire, in which she exaggerates gothic conventions in order 
to explore themes of feminist intersectionality as well as feminine and maternal subjectivity.
Some of the aforementioned conventions exist in every story of Shorebirds, while others 
appear only tangentially. Among the most obvious gothic markers are my choice of gloomy tone 
and the effect of fear. These most overtly clue the reader into engagement with the gothic. 
However, other conventions are less prevalent in the collection, such as pictorial art, inheritance, 
epistolary narrative form, and ambivalent Catholicism. “Sundowners” showcases the importance 
of painting as an expression of passionate energy, while “The Portrait” highlights the impact of 
photography on narrative. Next, “Winterkill” and “Sundowners” contemplate the issue of 
inheritance and how money, values, and even trauma affect new generations. The only story to 
engage the epistolary form is “Shorebirds,” although “Stinging Nettle” utilizes a first-person 
narrated story-within-a-story, typical of layered gothic structure. Finally, Catholicism appears in 
“Instinct” and “Shorebirds” in the context of the religion's effect on reproductive freedom, 
whereas “Sundowners” features the religion's curtailing of women's sexuality. There are three 
types of conventions that appear more generally in Shorebirds, and which I queer in various 
ways: the gothic heroine, altered states of consciousness, and female entrapment.
The Gothic Heroine
Many scholars highlight the qualities of the classic gothic heroine as feminine, wise, and 
curious; moreover, while these vulnerable protagonists prove courageous, there is an element of 
passivity in their resistance to the male tyrant (Hoeveler; Horner). While Hoeveler maintains that 
even works by women gothicists preserve this trope, Horner highlights more recent feminist 
analyses that understand such actions as silence and fainting as active rather than passive 
resistance to patriarchal control. Furthermore, inspired by Gilbert and Gubar's theory of the 
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maddened double, numerous feminist scholars have called attention to the doppelganger effect in 
which a heroine's split self reflects different types of activism, one that remains within feminine 
cultural norms while the other radically transgresses gender limitations (Horner 182). The 
characters of Jane Eyre and Bertha Mason exemplify such a construct, as Jane uses speech and 
flight to get what she wants, whereas the enraged Bertha resorts to fire and bloodshed.
The heroines in Shorebirds utilize various strategies of resistance, but some of the stories 
illustrate the limitations of “silence,” which is what Hoeveler would deem the passive approach. 
For example, in “Instinct,” Rose only voices some of her concerns about having a baby, but for 
the most part her deep maternal ambivalence remains unspoken. She puts other people's desires 
above her own and never seeks help in coming to terms with her own feelings. This proves a 
poor strategy, as the story concludes with her rejecting the baby once it is born. Similarly, in 
“The Portrait,” the would-be heroine, Jean, who wants to save her sister, remains so entangled 
with shame and secrecy that she ends up enabling her sister's addiction rather than supporting 
her recovery. On the other hand, “Mariposa” features a protagonist, Mary, who has such limited 
options that she is truly bound to silence for much of the story. However, she does her best to 
navigate her unwanted pregnancy, telling her secret only when it might benefit her in some way. 
At the end of the story her options run out, and so Mary switches to a Bertha Mason fire-and- 
bloodshed type of strategy, resisting patriarchal control through infanticide and suicide.
Shorebirds also contains heroines who utilize active resistance in a more uplifting way. In 
“Winterkill,” Trish decides to speak up for a change in her traditional maternal role and also 
reaches out for help with her deep ambivalence about the baby. Meanwhile, Irene of 
“Shorebirds” actively confronts patriarchal control every day, as she risks her life to perform the 
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duties of her profession at a women's health clinic. At the end of the story, she goes so far as to 
break patriarchal law by assisting her young friend with an illegal abortion.
Each of my stories that features a monster figure reflects this same type of overt active 
resistance. In “Sundowners,” Emily takes control of her life by refusing a traditional route of 
heterosexual marriage with children, even though it signifies a painful refusal of her family's 
Catholicism as she becomes a vampire. Similarly, Susannah of “Stinging Nettles” willingly 
embodies the figure of the witch, concocting brews that induce her miscarriages while ultimately 
refusing to live within patriarchal structure; moreover, she convinces kings and princes to reject 
their society, as well. Another more aggressive sort of gothic heroine is the grandmother in 
“Wolf in My Nightgown.” This story queers the fairytale of “Little Red Riding Hood” by 
offering the grandmother's perspective. In the story, the old woman is not eaten by the wolf but 
willingly transfigures into one, and then, in the style of Bertha Mason, murders the woodsman.
Altered States
Eve Sedgwick has described “sleeplike and deathlike states” (8) as a key component of 
classic gothic literature, but many other shades of altered consciousness appear in the genre. 
Indeed, such novels as Shelley's Frankenstein, Bronte's Jane Eyre, and Le Fanu's Carmilla 
contain long segments of dreams, fever, waking nightmares, hallucinations, drugged states, and 
comas. Gothic scholars Diana Wallace (“Haunting”) and Diane Hoeveler have posited a deep 
connection between gothic literature and William Blackstone's English legal doctrine 
proclaiming married women as “civilly dead,” a legal status that remained for hundreds of years. 
Indeed, Mary Wollstonecraft's “A Vindication of the Rights of Woman” offers a strong critique 
of the doctrine. The gothic convention of altered mental states, depicting a lively state of death or 
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sleep, takes on a new meaning in feminist texts: it is a revolt against civil death rendering women 
as objects rather than subjects
In Shorebirds, I advance the queer trajectory of the altered mental state. In many of my 
stories, there is an element of “feminine” emotional excess or disturbance that is disallowed in 
civil life and therefore finds an outlet in the altered consciousness. Consequently, these 
dreamlike states carry as much, if not more, significance as normal life. For example, in 
“Winterkill,” an isolated and exhausted new mother, Trish, consciously pushes herself to exhibit 
love for her infant, but in her recurring dreams, terrifying events occur:
In one scenario, she pitched the baby from the bedroom window, and in another she sent 
his stroller wobbling down the driveway and into the ravine. Sometimes she locked him 
screaming into the black Subaru and threw the keys into the snow-filled forest, while 
other times she leapt from the driver's seat just as the car and child careened down the 
mountain (Amore, this dissertation 80).
These dreams release feelings that cannot exist in the patriarchal order, a structure that insists on 
the natural and nurturing mother. Through this altered state, however, Trish comes to realize the 
horror and real dangers building in her life.
Another example is “Mariposa,” in which Mary, a teenager from an abusive home, 
experiences an unwanted pregnancy. Though she wants to have an abortion, she cannot have her 
parents find out. She hides her condition and, confused and full of anxiety, continues to go to 
school. Mary ends up delivering the baby on her own and then slips into an altered mental state 
from which she cannot wake. She takes the newborn infant into the bathroom, which is a 
significant setting to Mary because as a child, the locked bathroom was the place she tried to 
help her mother after her father's physical abuse. The trauma-induced state connects both Mary's 
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past of witnessing domestic violence and her present of bearing an unwanted child. In both 
scenarios, Mary is helpless. It is only in an altered state that she is able to exceed the laws of her 
real life and finally exert control. The story does not end well for anybody, but in a sense, Mary 
finally gets the abortion she wants.
Finally, in “Instinct,” an ambivalent pregnant woman, Rose, is overwhelmed by medical 
interventions during the delivery, including powerful drugs that inhibit her impulse to push the 
baby. Because of this, with her mind deeply altered, she delivers via Caesarian section. The baby 
is soon whisked away for a procedure, and in its place, Rose is presented with the placenta. Soon 
after, she has a dream in which the placenta merges with the baby, and Rose witnesses its burial: 
“She peered into the hole, and there it lay, raw and skinless, so vulnerable without her body 
protecting it from the cold earth, a baby with veins like a tree on the pink meat of its belly” 
(Amore, this dissertation 70). Like Shelley's Frankenstein, “Instinct” expresses the horror of 
having a baby, and it is only through the dream state that Rose is able to experience the 
disallowed feeling of deep maternal ambivalence: grief at birth.
Female Entrapment
Female entrapment is a common feature in feminist gothic texts, and many scholars have 
posited theories of the gothic formula of the heroine entrapped in the castle, described by 
Norman Holland and Leona Sherman as “woman-plus-habitation” (279). Furthermore, Holland 
and Sherman stress that the reason the formula works so well is that the castle allows for “a 
variety of our projections” so that readers do not interpret entrapment in the castle in fixed ways 
(282). Moers, for example, understands the castle as the woman's own body; Claire Kahane sees 
in its deepest chambers the “spectral presence of the dead-undead mother” (qtd. in Wallace,
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Histories 17); whereas Kate Ellis argues the castle represents the very real threat of entrapment 
in domestic violence.
Shorebirds contemporizes the castle as the modern house but recalls the gothic lineage by 
describing the structures in gothic ways, producing the “haunted house” that entraps women, as 
do many modern writers such as Shirley Jackson and Toni Morrison. For example, in 
“Winterkill,” Trish is isolated in her house by her stay-at-home mother status, and during the 
long winter, she is at times cut off from the city by the icy mountain road. Moreover, she is 
further entrapped by her understanding of the role of motherhood. Her house is, in some ways, 
falling apart even as she and Daniel are constructing it, as it remains a work-in-progress built of 
“timbers that retracted during cold snaps and shed an ancient chinking of moss and shredded 
newspaper” (Amore, this dissertation 75). Clearly, the house represents Trish, whose body and 
mind are disintegrating even as Trish herself is ‘under construction' as a new mother.
Early on, the house in “Sundowners” seems haunted, and the gothic convention of 
entrapment inevitable. The nurse aide Marie Boyle warns Emily of an “energy that I sense here, 
a very strong energy. I don't want to upset you, but as I said, I'm a person who tells it like it is” 
(Amore, this dissertation 90). Indeed, the house has many gothic features: It is fortress-like, high 
on a mountain with a narrow winding staircase leading up to the tower and a garden, a “wild 
green place overgrown with the same poisonous-looking weeds that lined the drive” (Amore, this 
dissertation 95). In this story, the elder Mrs. Michaels resides in the tower, while her daughter 
Carmen mostly remains in her tomb-like study underneath the house. Moreover, through Emily's 
dreams, Carmen becomes linked to the “ferocious weeds” with “their thorns and brambles” 
(Amore, this dissertation 120). There is reason to believe that Carmen, much like Bram Stoker's 
vampire Dracula, will seek control of her human prey through entrapment in the castle.
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However, “Sundowners” offers a very different scenario, for the castle is not 
representative of Emily's entrapment, but rather the site of her escape from the social 
entrapments of marriage and family. Moreover, the vampire's control is not ill-intentioned, but 
rather serves to sexually tantalize the masochistic Emily. The garden plays an especially 
important role because it is both the place of the women's mutual seduction, but it also becomes 
an erotic staple of Emily's dreamscape. In this sense, the garden and castle represent not 
entrapment, but rather freedom in Emily and Carmen's merged pleasure.
The house in “Instinct” could be considered in light of Moers's assertion that it is the 
woman's own body, but I suggest that it is Rose's idea of what society demands of her body that 
so entraps her. Rose, in the beginning of the text, is very much a person who fully inhabits her 
life. She is comfortable and fulfilled through her work and her home, which she shares with her 
husband and dog. As the story progresses, however, Rose-the-subject fades; she becomes a 
specter of herself as her will and autonomy slowly disappear under the pressure of her mother, 
husband, and society at large. As she gives in and decides to have the baby, she wakes to find 
that all “had gone white. Spruce trees, houses, the cars lining the street, all were buried 
underneath a deep layer of snow” (Amore, this dissertation 62). Indeed, Rose's whole world is 
buried, and she is trapped. Although she warns Wade that she will not become lost in pregnancy 
or motherhood, her buried world foreshadows this very process. By the end, her body is taken 
over by the medical establishment, and the subject-Rose is pushed to the very margins of herself, 
where she can only watch helplessly as events happen to her.
Similarly, “Mariposa” offers entrapment closer to Moers's concept of the body, except 
that in Mary's case it is really the lack of agency a teenager legally has over her own body. The 
story also invokes Kate Ellis's idea of the gothic home as metaphor for entrapment in domestic 
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violence, for this describes the home in which Mary lives. When she becomes pregnant, she 
cannot turn to her abusive parents for help, and because she so fears their discovering her 
condition, she lacks the agency to secure help elsewhere. Therefore, Mary remains trapped by 
her pregnant body, which she takes great care to conceal. Her flight from her home represents 
her desperate struggle to escape her pregnancy.
Lastly, I queer Holland and Sherman's concept of woman-plus-habitation in 
“Shorebirds,” for it is not so much the home in this story that is connected to Irene, but her 
workplace. The site of Irene's job is under siege, and because of this, Irene herself is at risk. 
Antichoice terrorists daily attack her women's clinic, and Irene fears not only for herself, but for 
her colleagues and patients, too. Entrapment in this story plays out in reverse, for the peril is not 
that Irene is trapped in her home but rather outside of her workplace. Her profession is not 
simply a job, but a life calling to which she is deeply committed; so much so, in fact, Irene risks 
her life by entering the clinic each day. Moreover, as a woman, Irene faces the threat of being 
trapped outside of her body, or control of her body, by antichoice terrorists and their legislators. 
In this sense, I suggest that “Shorebirds” expands Holland and Sherman's concept of woman­
plus-habitation into an alternative contemporary model of woman-plus-workplace, as Irene is so 
deeply connected to her employment in a clinic described as a gothic fortress. Indeed, such a 
theory would be worth exploring in other gothic texts, including such classics as Charlotte 
Bronte's Jane Eyre and Daphne du Maurier's Rebecca, as so many female gothic characters are 
working women, often employed as caretakers and governesses in castle-like settings, but there 
are other professions represented, such as the artist Helen Graham of Anne Bronte's The Tenant 
of Wildfell Hall, who paints in a ruin.
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A final gothic convention that I deeply engage in my collection of stories is the 
supernatural. While scholars have theorized that women's terror writing explains and foils the 
supernatural while men's horror writing maintains it (Clery 9; Ellis xvi-xvii; Ledoux 3; Heiland 
5), there are certainly classic exceptions; in fact, Ellen Ledoux challenges that such gender 
divisions ever existed. Certainly, in the contemporary gothic there is no such trend. However, I 
accomplish both models in my collection by humanizing the characters in my realist stories, 
while upholding radical difference through gothic monstrous tropes in my fantastic stories. In 
order to more deeply discuss my engagement with the supernatural, I first offer theoretical 
insights into the monster figure.
Monster Theories
While interpretations of the monster figure in the Western world have shifted through time, 
contemporary monster theorists such as Jeffrey Cohen, Rosi Braidotti, and Judith [Jack] 
Halberstam agree that many elements remain fixed. The monstrous body has always been 
considered different, often due to disability, sex, or race, positioning the body as not fully human 
and often disposable. Monsters represent excess, multiplicity, or lack, and they are 
uncontrollable. As impure hybrids, they reject binary systems and confuse categories, such as 
species and gender classifications. Monster theorists agree that as humans fear monsters, so too 
do we desire them. Ambiguity is the core of the figure.
The Latin roots of the word monster mean both to warn and to display, whereas the 
Greek roots of the word teratology—the study of monsters—signifies a demon but also prodigy. 
As Rosi Braidotti points out, the monster has always been “something which evokes both horror 
and fascination, aberration and adoration” (“Signs” 136). This means that wherever the monster 
exists, fresh realms of human possibilities are created. Having glimpsed what could be, humans 
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are enticed by new epistemologies and begin to imagine what was once inconceivable. It is this 
positive or alternative aspect of the monstrous that many contemporary feminist writers and 
theorists have embraced. However, gothic literature and film also offer deeply conservative 
patriarchal constructions of monsters. Freudian psychology is central to the historical analysis of 
these figures, and also in their very construction.
Whereas the ancient world viewed the monster in mystical ways and official Christian 
culture bound the figure to religion and sin, the modern era came to understand the monstrous in 
terms of pathology (Braidotti, “Signs”; Vachhani; Halberstam, Skin Shows). With the advent of 
psychology and its great emphasis on the normal, a new form of teratology emerged. Sexuality 
and gender, so central to Freudian theory, came to constitute the deep core of the monster. Other 
themes remained, but psychology served to interpret these themes through sexuality and gender. 
Freud is credited for disengaging sexuality from instinct (de Lauretis 9), which is a concept very 
much supported in contemporary feminist psychology and queer theory (Tolman and Diamond; 
Butler). However, feminists roundly reject his essentialist model of phallocentric psychoanalytic 
interpretations that so root human subjectivity to masculinized gender. There has been abundant 
scholarship on this issue, especially since the 1970s (see Chodorow; Lerman; Sherman).
Nevertheless, many of his ideas suggesting large biologically based gender differences 
have survived in more recent theories (Barnett and Shibley Hyde). One such idea involves the 
monstrous maternal. Freud posits in “Female Sexuality” that the mother-daughter bond is so 
intense in the pre-Oedipal phase that as the daughter grows, “turning-away from her mother is an 
extremely important step in the course of the little girl's development” and she must renounce 
the mother and “transition to the father-object” (336). This idea is a kernel that resurfaces in a far 
more expansive way in Julia Kristeva's theory of the abject, which came about in the 1980s, and,
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in part due to Barbara Creed's seminal book Monstrous-Feminine: Film, Feminism, 
Psychoanalysis, remains widely cited in gothic studies in contemporary times.
Kristeva's Theory of the Abject
According to Julia Kristeva, a Lacanian-based psychoanalyst, an infant becomes distinct 
from its mother through a process of exclusion. That is, the pre-Oedipal infant learns to identify 
elements that are not a part of its selfhood, radically excluding the mother's body in what 
Kristeva describes as a psychic matricide. Through this process, the infant joins the world of 
language, culture, and laws, or Lacan's Symbolic, which exists in the masculine (paternal) realm. 
Kristeva's abject—what gets excluded—exists within the feminine realm because it is the 
mother's body (the maternal) that the baby must reject in order to gain subjectivity. Related to 
fragments of the feminine are substances such as blood, milk, and vomit; they are abject in that 
they pollute the self's border, confuse limits, and connect the inside with the outside. The leaky 
body also links the self with the other, which cannot be allowed. Similarly, disease, decay, and 
any material aspect of death or waste are examples of Kristeva's abject. Individuals or groups of 
people labeled other also fall into this category, as subjecthood is formed in a way that excludes 
what doesn't belong. The purity of the self must not be contaminated by the other. The terms 
unclean or filthy are commonly used to describe the abject, meaning all that threatens the 
individual self by disrespecting “borders, positions, rules” (Kristeva 4).
Kristeva argues that the process of matricide in healthy psyches is never complete, but 
rather a continual struggle. Individuals will regularly encounter the abject throughout their lives 
and each time they must engage in violent refusal. The disgust a person feels if they step in dog 
feces is an example of abjection, as is the fright a person experiences during a horror film. It is 
through this process of abjection that the threatened subject retains individuation, and according 
28
to Kristeva, losing the battle results in psychosis. Culture plays some part in exactly what 
substances a person views as abject, but Kristeva argues that the concept itself is universal:
But whether it be within the highly hierarchical society of India or the Lele in Africa, it is 
always to be noticed that the attempt to establish a male, phallic power is vigorously 
threatened by the no less virulent power of the other sex, which is oppressed (recently? or 
not sufficiently for the survival needs of society?). That other sex, the feminine, becomes 
synonymous with a radical evil that must be suppressed. (70)
Kristevan theory allows for only these two realms, the maternal (feminine) and paternal 
(masculine), positioning all laws and culture within the paternal, and as she states above, this 
phallic power must oppress the feminine, which is equally powerful but exists outside of all 
culture and law.
In Kristevan theory, however, the lawless feminine realm does contain a positive charge. 
Beyond horror, a type of jouissance is possible in self-jeopardizing confrontation with the abject; 
the experience of merging with the feminine realm is quite powerful as it is not governed by the 
law of the father. Kristeva finds evidence of this act in some poetic writing, especially by avant- 
garde male authors. She argues that because men are more deeply separated from the feminine, 
they can take more risks in merging with the realm through their art, whereas the threat is greater 
for women.
Debates Surrounding Kristeva's Theory of the Abject
Some feminists herald Kristeva for injecting into psychoanalysis such a focus on the 
maternal. For example, Mary Caputi finds much to celebrate in Kristeva's writing on 
motherhood, and she explains that the abject is as “creative and life-affirming as it is disgusting, 
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horrifying, and unpredictable” (par. 25). Indeed, Kristeva does theorize a power in encounters 
with the abject, and many feminists find value in this aspect of the outlawed feminine realm.
In more recent times, however, feminist scholars have challenged Kristeva's ideas. Of 
course, many American psychologists are skeptical of psychoanalytic theory in a general way 
because of problematic operationalization: The unconscious cannot be directly observed and 
measured in the usual scientific ways to evaluate for accuracy. Moreover, many feminist 
psychologists, such as Rosalind Barnett and Janet Shibley Hyde, maintain that Freudian-based 
psychoanalytic theories overstress biological influences at the expense of social determinants, 
and they highlight the misogyny at work in such theories.
An early critic of Kristeva's work is Judith Butler, whose 1990 Gender Trouble locates 
the grave dangers of the theory of the abject. Butler argues that Kristevan theory defeats feminist 
transformation by merely offering individualistic possibilities of subverting paternal law, mainly 
through poetic language. According to Kristeva, this sort of subversion cannot be maintained 
and, in fact, leads to psychosis and breakdown of (all) culture. To avoid this, the child must 
accept the law of the father by engaging in matricide and a prohibition of incest, which for girls 
also means rejecting homosexuality (Butler 113-114). Butler criticizes the antifeminist and 
antiqueer aspects of this theory, stating that Kristeva “appears to depend upon the stability and 
reproduction of precisely the paternal law that she seeks to displace” (108). Not only does 
Kristeva admit the supremacy of the paternal realm, she also positions the maternal body as 
“prior to culture itself,” which Butler does not accept (109). If the maternal body is 
prediscursive, it must exist in an essentialist and universal way, the fixed background from which 
the subject emerges. This is an aspect of Kristevan theory that draws from the Freudian model, 
and Butler rightly condemns such a notion.
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A more contemporary critic of Kristeva is Imogen Tyler, whose 2009 study on abused 
pregnant women includes a powerful refusal of the theory of the abject. In her paper, Tyler warns 
of the danger that Kristeva's abject poses in the real world. First, she argues that feminists are 
wrong to credit Kristeva for transforming Lacanian theory to be more woman focused. Tyler 
points out that Kristeva's work is as mother-free as Lacan's in that it removes any sense of the 
embodied mother-subject from the structure of the maternal realm. Furthermore, Tyler 
documents abuse of pregnant women and contends that Kristeva's essentialism underscores and 
even offers theoretical justification for such abuse. Tyler lambasts critics like Creed for 
deploying Kristeva's abject to reveal the misogyny at the root of patriarchy without suggesting 
any alternative to essentialism. Tyler argues that by doing so, Creed and other critics end up 
affirming that “the maternal is monstrous” (Tyler 84). Lastly, Tyler calls for feminism to roundly 
reject Kristeva's theory of the abject, and instead adopt new feminist theories that focus on 
maternal subjectivity in an empowering way.
Tyler is correct that continually pointing out Kristeva's abject in popular culture, film, 
and literature has a reifying effect. While the heavily cited Creed does state in her book that 
women are not by nature abject, her work rests on a theory that does equate the feminine as 
inherently abject and monstrous. Kristeva's is the major theory Creed presents, leaving the 
impression that there is no alternative to the abject.
There are, however, many alternative gender, sex, and sexuality theories in existence 
today in the realm of psychoanalysis (see Butler; Coffman; Stone) and the historical gothic (see 
Halberstam, Skin Shows; Hoeveler; Becker; Haggerty). Judith [Jack] Halberstam's Skin Shows is 
especially insightful, stressing that the psychoanalytic approach must be contextualized in 
history, not biology. She employs Foucault along with Deleuze and Guattari to argue that the 
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unconscious and its deep-rooted fantasies are wholly effects of cultural history, stating: “Within 
modern Western culture, we are disciplined through a variety of social and political mechanisms 
into psychoanalytic relations and then psychoanalytic explanations are deployed to totalize our 
submission” (9). In other words, the Freudian-based psychoanalytic model cannot offer solutions 
to social problems because it was constructed to reinforce them. In Skin Shows, Halberstam also 
offers startling progressive potentials for sexuality and gender constructions in overly 
conservative gothic films.
Contemporary American feminist psychologists take an empirically based psychosocial 
functionalist approach to gender (see Levitt; Tebbe; Shibley Hyde). For example, Heidi Levitt's 
recent work on gender identities within the LGBTQ+ traces the evolution of gender as it 
functions to address psychological, cultural, interpersonal, and sexual needs, while detailing how 
each function impacts identity, values, belonging, and security. She notes in her article how 
quickly times have changed, for when she began her research in the 1990s gender identity 
disorder was listed in the DSM-IV and she found little writing on the topic. Her research 
highlights the plethora of gender identities, while also historicizing their expression; as Levitt 
states, “This history is important because the meanings of genders shift in relation to changes in 
society; this shifting is central in understanding the way gender is constituted and the manner in 
which it functions” (276). This contemporary research, as opposed to the Kristevan 
psychoanalytic approach, also opens the possibility that feminist and queer people can deeply 
transform patriarchal culture because binary heteronormative gender is not written into our 
DNA, but rather historically derived.
To summarize, many feminists heralded Kristeva's theory of the abject in the 1980s, and 
her work is still widely cited today in the world of monster scholarship and gothic studies, often 
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by way of Barbara Creed's analyses. However, such ideas are outmoded and not supported by 
contemporary research in feminist psychology. For decades, feminists have pointed out the 
essentialism and sexist stereotypes at work in Freudian theory, such as girls' acceptance of their 
inferiority and the figure of the devouring mother. Indeed, the same critiques should be 
consistently applied to Kristeva. She may assert more than Freud or Lacan the importance of the 
mother in terms of subject formation, but her theory fortifies the mother-as-monster, linking 
misogyny to biology without the support of methodologically-sound measures.
Therefore, I suggest that applying such a theory to gothic texts, which are often 
politically ambivalent, misses the progressive possibilities and thereby forces a conservative 
reading while foreclosing feminist transformations. When one considers more overtly feminist 
gothic texts, Kristeva's theory becomes even more problematic. As Susanne Becker puts it, 
feminist gothic writers reveal “the hidden horrors of a unifying, universalising image of Woman” 
(6). Moreover, Batia Boe Stolar suggests that contemporary Kristevan analyses “prove limiting 
insofar as they work within the boundaries of the very machinery they seek to break down” 
(115). Indeed, the central feminist gothic project has, for hundreds of years, asserted women's 
subjectivity, while rejecting the abject status thrust upon the maternal, the feminine, and the 
othered realm. This places such texts in direct opposition to Kristeva's essentialist theory of the 
abject.
The Feminist Gothic Project: Embracing Monsters
Many feminist monster theorists, regardless of where they stand on psychoanalysis, agree 
that an avenue to feminist change involves embracing the female monster. Such an approach is 
very much in line with feminist gothic works past and present, and many feminist scholars have 
pointed out the importance of this project. Rosi Braidotti states that the “monster is living 
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potential” (Metamorphosis 70), whereas Pauline Palmer showcases lesbian gothic texts that 
celebrate rather than reject the abject. Margrit Shildrick's entire book is devoted to the liberating 
potentials of full embodiment and acceptance of the monstrous other. She views the project of 
developing monstrosity as the formation of a new ethics. This does not mean accepting the 
patriarchally prescribed abject status for women, but rather exploring a position within the abject 
that is celebratory, proud, and positive.
While it might be empowering for people to express such solidarity, there are dangers to 
embracing the monster. As Jane Caputi later notes in Goddesses and Monsters, traits of the 
monstrous remain quite negative in our culture, and stereotypes abound. Her book is a detailing 
of how once-powerful goddesses have been subdued, tarnished, and resurrected as monstrous by 
the patriarchy. Jane Caputi points out that these sexist constructs involve “damaging ideologies” 
that women should challenge rather than embrace (73). Similarly, MacCormack highlights the 
dangers of the monster, stating, “Becoming monster is fraught with the threat of being named 
monster by someone else in the wrong terms, as the wrong kind of monster within the wrong 
discursive episteme” (qtd. in Vachhani 658). I concur that patriarchal constructs based on male 
anxiety are problematic due to antifeminist epistemology, but given that the monster is always 
subversive, there could still exist surprising progressive potential in such constructs.
Most feminist monster theorists agree that female monster tropes hold immense potential 
for feminist transformation, and they should therefore not be rejected. Halberstam's In a Queer 
Time and Place points out that “the map of resistance is not simply the underside of the map of 
domination” (6). In this sense, embracing the monstrous, but with a difference, is perhaps the 
most effective way forward. Therefore, my goal in Shorebirds is to reveal two types of 
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monstrosity: I employ realism to combat the antifeminist monstrous labels put on nonconforming 
women, while my fantastic stories celebrate the radical difference of my queer monster figures.
Monsters and Mothers in Shorebirds
Julia Kristeva's psychoanalytic theory of the abject focuses on the subjecthood of the child, 
positing that the child is threatened by the all-powerful prediscursive mother, which is 
problematic for all the reasons described above. Here I extend these critiques of Kristeva to the 
arena of gothic studies, where Kristeva's theory continues to be cited, especially in film analysis 
of monstrous tropes. As I have demonstrated earlier in this paper, utilizing such a conservative 
lens limits progressive possibilities of the ambivalent gothic, while it is directly in opposition to a 
central project of the feminist gothic going all the way back to Mary Wollstonecraft in the 
eighteenth century—namely, women's subjectivity. Moreover, I suggest there is a deep 
connection between feminist gothic literature and reproductive rights, and that they exist very 
much in opposition to Kristeva's theory of the abject.
In fact, feminists have long argued that, in a historical sense, the subjectivity of women 
has been threatened by the domestic realm (see, for example, such classics as de Beauvoir; 
Friedan). Queer theorist Lee Edelman, in his 2004 No Future: Queer Theory and the Death 
Drive, identifies that a deep threat is the figure of the child, which he discusses in terms of queer 
oppression. Edelman eloquently outlines ways in which the reproductive future, symbolized by 
the figure of the child, is all-pervasive and situates queer individuals in anti-sociality and even 
death. In his introduction, Edelman demonstrates how queer sexualities interlink with abortion 
politics: “That figural Child alone embodies the citizen as an ideal, entitled to claim full rights to 
its future share in the nation's good, though always at the cost of limiting the rights ‘real' citizens 
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are allowed” (11). While Edelman mainly focuses on the costs paid by queer people, women 
have paid dearly for this ideal as well.
An essay by Penelope Deutscher in a related book, Hunt and Youngblood's Against Life, 
analyzes how abortion debates conceptualize subjectivity. She points out that the mother's 
subjecthood is situated against that of the unborn fetus, which Edelman rightly expands to the 
figure of the child. Deutscher states, “The fetus has come to seem in some quarters an entity to 
be defended by government, or by religious authority or ‘pro-life' activists against the mother's 
perceived capacity to deny life to the fetus” (121). In this sense, the fetus is understood as a 
vulnerable life in need of (masculine) protection against the threatening monstrous mother.
Indeed, as Ellie Lee in Abortion, Motherhood, and Mental Health documents, abortion 
debates have long focused on just such a scenario, a battle of rights between the mother and the 
figure of the child. Lee further concludes, however, that another realm of argument has surfaced 
in more recent years, a medicalized view that positions women as “victims of abortion” (2), as 
antichoice campaigners suggest that women lack the agency to decide such an important matter 
by themselves, and when they opt to abort, they therefore suffer immense psychological effects. 
There is ample empirical evidence that abortion does not cause psychological harm to women 
(see Adler et al.; Charles et al.; Felipe Russo and Denious; Major et al.), but Lee illustrates that 
this does not stop opponents from stating this spurious claim.
While prochoice activists have taken up this struggle for political agency and abortion 
rights since the mid-twentieth century, for hundreds of years feminist gothic writers have posited 
maternal subjectivity even at the expense of the figure of the child. The feminist gothic project 
has always been to reflect the terrifying aspects of the home and domesticity (Ellis; Heiland; 
Wallace, “Woman's Place”), to showcase the horrors rather than delights of pregnancy and 
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childbirth (Moers; Wallace, “Woman's Place”), and to assert the subjecthood of women (Gilbert 
and Gubar; Horner and Zlosnik; Palmer; Wallace, Histories). Clearly, feminist gothic literature 
operates against cultural mechanisms positioning the figure of the child as paramount. Moreover, 
in contemporary times, there have been numerous feminist gothic works that overtly stress or 
complicate maternal subjectivity with respect to reproductive freedom, such as Margaret 
Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale, Toni Morrison's Beloved, Hillary Jordan's When She Woke, 
and Mariana Enriquez's Things We Lost in the Fire.
My collection Shorebirds contributes to this project of feminist gothic literature by 
asserting the subjectivity of women and mothers, illustrating maternal ambivalence, and 
contemplating abortion in positive terms. Rather than apply Kristeva's antifeminist and antiqueer 
psychoanalytic theory to my text, I consider my monsters in light of contemporary psychosocial 
historical approaches. While my realist texts position the heroines as humans entrapped by 
monstrous conditions, my fantastic stories celebrate the radical difference of certain women. 
Lastly, whereas Judith [Jack] Halberstam states that classic gothic works often “lack the point of 
view of the monster” (Skin Shows 21), my work, inspired by such authors as Mary Shelley and 
Toni Morrison, expresses the “monstrous” women's perspectives.
Fantastical Representations of the Monstrous and Maternal Subjectivity
The Vampire
According to vampire scholar Nina Auerbach, most vampires written before Stoker's 
1897 Dracula follow a Byronic romantic tradition of relating to humans as homoerotic friends 
who offer intimacy and also escape from the entrapment of marriage and family. While the male 
vampires of this pre-Dracula era remain rather aloof and untouchable, the female vampires are 
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“what the experts of the next century would label ‘homosexual'” (Auerbach 51). In 
“Sundowners,” Carmen is a vampire who, like the early trope of Le Fanu's Carmilla, 
homoerotically befriends and then seduces her mortal human prey.
In a sense, “Sundowners” is a rewrite of Carmilla. The vampires in both texts are 
seducers who interrupt the trajectory of normal family life. Moreover, both Carmilla and Carmen 
engage in a sexual bite that is representative of social death. However, the conclusions of the 
stories are vastly different. Carmilla ends in brutality, as a group of men hunt down and mutilate 
the vampire's body, a conclusion Stoker later adapts to Dracula and that soon became a cliche in 
twentieth century texts and films. Stoker adds something to the Carmilla storyline, however: The 
possibility of victims becoming monsters themselves. While Stoker aligns the act of “becoming” 
with infection, disease, and evil, “Sundowners” follows a contemporary feminist plotline 
especially present in African American lesbian vampire tales, such as Octavia Butler's Fledgling 
and Jewelle Gomez's The Gilda Stories. As in these texts, “Sundowners” presents the monster 
figure not as evil, but rather as a radical alternative to reproductive family structure.
It is this radical difference that is so important to “Sundowners.” The vampire Carmen 
may “walk among” humans (Amore, this dissertation 123), but she conducts her life in quite a 
different way. Childless, she lives with her mother and makes it clear that she will never separate 
from the old woman; this is the family structure Carmen maintains. She desires neither a husband 
nor a wife, but rather subsists sexually on multiple women, whom she presumably offers social 
death and a “monstrous” eternal life. What she refuses is marriage and a reproductive future.
Unlike Carmilla and Dracula, which both conclude with the murder and dismemberment 
of the vampire, “Sundowners” ends with the vampires safely escaping. Carmen and her mother 
transfigure into ravens and fly away, leaving Emily to decide her own fate. She considers her 
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predicament as the vampire hunters force their way into the house and follow her up to the tower, 
and she understands that if she accepts her monstrosity and exits the heterosexual reproductive 
future waiting for her back home, she will become one of the many disappeared women. Even 
though it means tearing herself away from traditional reproductive conceptions of family, Emily 
chooses to become a vampire.
The Werewolf
The wolf is deeply associated with gothic literature, and in classic works is often equated with 
evil. Elizabeth Miller states, “other than ‘Little Red Riding Hood,' no narrative has done more 
damage to the image of the wolf than Dracula” (qtd. in Franck 135). However, feminist gothic 
stories generally work against such trends. My work of flash fiction, “Wolf in My Nightgown,” 
is a retelling of Little Red Riding Hood. The traditional fairytale positions the wolf as lust, a 
great danger to the young girl, and in order to eat her, the predator must first swallow the 
grandmother. Of course, in the end, the girl is rescued by the patriarchal figure of the woodsman, 
who murders the wolf, thereby eliminating lust from the girl's life.
My text switches the protagonist to the swallowed grandmother but retains the character 
of the girl in that she is the intended recipient of the story. “Wolf in My Nightgown” offers the 
grandmother's perspective and allows her to set the record straight. In a classic gothic narrative 
structure, the grandmother discusses the power of the story before coming out with it: “I will tell 
you what happened, but please understand that this is not a fairytale. It is a true story—my 
story—and you will either believe me or not. My part is simply in the telling” (Amore, this 
dissertation 127). This story is very much inspired by Angela Carter's feminist revisions of 
fairytales in The Bloody Chamber, especially those that feature the wolf.
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In shifting perspective to the grandmother, I also posit the wolf's point of view. This is 
key to transforming the classic link of wolves with evil. Kaja Franck theorizes that such an 
association suggests a sort of cultural “ecophobia,” in which people fear nature and therefore try 
to master it through resource control and extraction (136). My story offers a reversal: wolves do 
not endanger humans, but rather humans threaten wolves. The old woman explains that she lives 
in a row of cottages that border the wilderness, and later she discovers the wolves have retreated 
far up the mountain and away from human settlement. Later in the story, this pack is described as 
timid and gentle rather than rapacious or evil. Moreover, the wolf does not swallow the 
grandmother, but she rather willingly transforms into one.
During the grandmother's transition, she explains how little control she has had over 
changes in her life, including pregnancy. Later, when she discovers that she is in bed with the 
Woodsman, it becomes clear that she has been living with domestic violence. She discloses, “it 
was my own blood I sensed on his split red knuckle” (Amore, this dissertation 128), then 
exclaims, “for once it was he who feared me!” (Amore, this dissertation 128). The wolf, then, is 
both a means to the grandmother's freedom, for she fights back using her new lupine fangs, but 
also freedom itself, as the wolf offers a new way of existing in the world. By “becoming wolf,” 
the grandmother is able to escape the patriarchal structure that has entrapped her for her entire 
life. Like “Sundowners” and many gothic works that celebrate monstrosity, “Wolf in My 
Nightgown” concludes in an optimistic way, illustrating that the grandmother has chosen her 
new identity well. She is happy in her adopted lupine society.
The Witch
Similar to “Wolf in My Nightgown,” “Stinging Nettles” is a fairytale retelling, but this 
story focuses on such tales as “Cinderella,” “Snow White,” and “Sleeping Beauty.” The 
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protagonist in “Stinging Nettles” is not a beautiful young girl, but rather an old witch, Susannah, 
who plays hostess to a young prince named Tim. As she attempts to seduce and possibly bewitch 
and rape him, she tells her own tragic tale of rape, forced marriage, secret abortions, and, most 
painful to her, the kidnapping of her beloved daughter. This story is inspired by Angela Carter's 
The Bloody Chamber, but also by Emma Donoghue's Kissing the Witch and Jeanette 
Winterson's Sexing the Cherry.
While “Stinging Nettles” focuses on serious feminist issues such as gendered violence, 
rape, and abortion, the tone of the story is at times humorous, as is the character of the witch. 
This is a feature utilized by some feminist gothic authors, including the contemporary Emma 
Donoghue and Jeanette Winterson, who depict monstrous women in rather a whimsical way 
while retaining a more serious radical critique of patriarchal culture. Theorist Mikhail Bakhtin 
suggests that traditional folk culture accomplishes this very thing through the carnival spirit, and 
I understand his theory as deeply feminist. In his writings, Bakhtin expresses how devilish 
characters exhibit not evil but freedom and parody, offering “the unofficial point of view” (41). 
Furthermore, his theory of Grotesque Realism posits the folk tradition of viewing the body not in 
a classical way, as finished and beautiful, but rather as incomplete, humorous, and engaged in the 
process of both decay and growth. Susannah in “Stinging Nettles” embodies this carnival spirit 
as she throws off gender and age norms, and aggressively lusts after the young prince.
Moreover, I describe Susannah in a Bakhtinian grotesque way, which elevates the 
elements of parody and humor. Emma Donoghue's Kissing the Witch and Jeanette Winterson's 
Sexing the Cherry offer similar descriptions of their monstrous women. Susannah, upon first 
meeting the prince, “lifted a filthy patch of her many-colored skirts and blew her nose into it” 
(Amore, this dissertation 132). The story progresses to a maelstrom of the grotesque in the final 
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sex scene, in which Susannah “threw back her woolen cape and tore away her many pelts and 
hides. She unsheathed her heavy withered breasts from their ragged casings and dropped her 
abominably filthy drawers, revealing herself to him” (Amore, this dissertation 139). Such a scene 
also captures the grotesque spirit of the mingling of decay and new growth, as the old hag and 
young prince merge in intercourse.
Perhaps the most powerful image of this intermingling, however, is at the end, when Tim 
is confronted by both the corpse of the witch and the newborn. In Bakhtin's theory, the figure of 
the pregnant hag is deeply grotesque (25-26), and as Rosemary Betterton states, her laughter is 
“subversive, against official culture, becoming” (95). “Stinging Nettles” recalls both figures in 
this final scene:
In the corner sat the old woman herself, her many colored skirts pulled up around her 
waist, and blood pooled on the floor from between her shriveled thighs and sex. Her eyes 
bulged open in death and her face contorted in a frozen grimace of pain, but it looked to 
Tim as though the witch were laughing (Amore, this dissertation 142).
Beyond engagement with the carnivalesque grotesque, “Stinging Nettles” offers parody 
and power through gender-reversal, transforming the classic gothic convention in which the 
aggressor is an older man and his victim a vulnerable young woman. My story does not make 
clear if the witch rapes the prince, but certainly the text contemplates such a reversal, which is a 
theme found in other feminist gothic works, such as Angela Carter's “The Lady of the House of 
Love” from The Bloody Chamber and Jeanette Winterson's Sexing the Cherry.
“Stinging Nettles” leaves ample room for interpretation. In reversal mode, Susannah is a 
rapist and Tim, her helpless victim. He is entrapped in her witch's lair, and then drugged and 
assaulted. Meanwhile, perhaps due to the drug, perhaps due to some sort of Stockholm
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Syndrome, Tim comes to believe that he is in love with his captor. Many months later, he is left 
with a baby to raise, a young single parent cast out of society. However, another way to analyze 
this story is the tale of woman who, greatly wronged by the patriarchy, escapes it, and then fights 
to dismantle it one person at a time. Susannah convinces both a king and a prince to reject their 
royal positions and escape into her world, symbolized by the mountain. In this rendering, Tim's 
love is as real as his decision to abdicate the throne. When he questions how he can he love the 
grotesque witch, he's reflecting on his privileged position in the patriarchy compared to the 
lowly feminine realm. In either of these interpretations, “Stinging Nettles” is a fairytale in which 
the witch wins. She wants a daughter raised away from patriarchal society, and with Tim's help, 
she gets her wish.
Realist Representations of the Monstrous and Maternal Subjectivity
The realist stories in Shorebirds differ significantly from those that engage with fantastic 
representations. While the latter engage in a celebratory mode of monstrous women, the realist 
stories reflect women who struggle within a monstrous patriarchal system as they grapple with 
themes of maternal subjectivity, ambivalence, and abortion. I contemplate these gothic stories in 
light of theories from contemporary feminist psychology.
Maternal ambivalence is a normal part of the pregnancy and motherhood experience 
(Almond; Kerrick and Henry); however, as psychiatrist and Stanford professor Barbara Almond 
points out, today's expectations of mothers are far too great and not realistic, and maternal 
ambivalence “has increased and at the same time become more unacceptable to society as a 
whole” (Almond xiii). There exists a cultural master narrative of maternal love and joy that does 
not allow for negative feelings (Almond; Kerrick and Henry). Moreover, as Aurelie Athan and 
Heather Reel posit, the psychological focus on mothers only, in terms of child development, is 
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deeply problematic because it puts undue pressure on mothers to make their children successful. 
In other words, mothers are studied with the “objectifying gaze” in relation to the actual subject, 
the child (Athan and Reel 312). Moreover, numerous contemporary studies indicating how 
maternal stress and depression affect the developing fetus render it difficult for mothers to 
express their ambivalence, stress, or depression (Staneva and Wigginton). Indeed, in several of 
the stories that comprise Shorebirds, women grapple with conflicting feelings about motherhood 
while they exhibit a great deal of guilt and secrecy over their ambivalence.
For example, “Instinct” features a pregnant woman, Rose, who experiences a high level 
of ambivalence about becoming a mother. She made her uncertainty clear to her husband Wade 
before they ever married, but when she accidentally becomes pregnant, she reacts with dread and 
tears. Guilt prohibits her from fully communicating her feelings with Wade, as she fears censure: 
“The words simply failed to come out of her mouth, as if her ideas were stuck on her tongue, 
refusing to form themselves into speech” (Amore, this dissertation 57). Rose is only able to 
discuss her ambivalence in coded ways, such as framing her fears in terms of something going 
wrong with the pregnancy. As the story progresses, she attempts to gain control of her 
ambivalence by explaining the terms of her pregnancy and motherhood to Wade. He simply 
agrees to her points of negotiation, however, and they never truly discuss her fears.
It is possible that if Rose could have openly communicated her feelings to supportive and 
respectful listeners, if her loved ones had honored her uncertainty while refraining from 
pressuring her in any way, she might have been able to work through her ambivalence. Instead, 
the story concludes in a tragic way, for once the baby is born, it isn't Rose's husband, mother, or 
society who is primarily responsible for the child, but Rose herself. She is “left alone in the dark 
with the infant” (Amore, this dissertation 72), waiting for somebody to take the baby away.
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Similarly, “Winterkill” features a woman who cannot express her ambivalence, and her 
great fear is not only that she doesn't love the baby, but that the baby senses it. Trish and her 
husband, Daniel, are part of the sinking middle class; they have inherited expectations about 
family structure and home ownership, but they are burdened by student debt and receive low 
salaries. They decide it is economically best for Trish to stay at home with the baby while Daniel 
works overtime, which is a great stressor for both parents. However, for the isolated Trish, 
challenged by a colicky infant and deep feelings of guilt, the stress becomes dangerous.
This story can also be analyzed in terms of psychologist Shelley Taylor's feminist theory 
of tend and befriend, which suggests that a human response to stress is not simply fight or flight, 
but also engagement with community while tending to the young. Her study offers convincing 
empirical evidence of how social contacts reduce stress levels, thereby decreasing negative 
emotions while increasing the positive. While this behavior is more prominent in women, Taylor 
states, “A large literature indicates that under stress, both men and women turn to others for 
protection and solace” (par. 14). Conversely, Taylor indicates that social isolation is 
“psychologically distressing” (par. 18) and leads to an increase in stress hormones.
Clearly, Trish's isolation combined with her intense guilt over maternal ambivalence 
leads to increasing stress and even danger. Trish begins to see the infant in monstrous ways, and 
later in the story her dreams turn murderous as she envisions infanticide. These upsetting 
fantasies do not lead her to seek help in community, but rather cause her to double down on her 
secrecy and isolation, for she is terrified of being found out. She certainly attempts to love her 
baby: “After such imaginings, consumed by remorse, Trish gently stroked the baby's rubbery 
cheek while he bit her wounds. Whispering, whispering, her dry lips on the soft indent in his 
skull, she promised him that she would try to do better. She would have to do better” (Amore, 
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this dissertation 80). As Trish pitches headlong into deeper levels of remorse and concealment, 
her mental state truly begins to unravel. In her eyes, the baby has become a vampiric monster, 
and Trish his victim.
Unlike Rose in “Instinct,” Trish finds help. Her pediatrician is an important contact who 
lets her know about a support group for mothers. Another inspiration is the pack of coyotes that 
frequently pass by her home. At the very end of the story, it is this “line of coyotes floating 
across a patch of moonlight in the snow” (Amore, this dissertation 83) that induces Trish to take 
action, for she understands that the pack is on their way to assist a coyote mother, that this is how 
the animal will make it through the winter. She is not only inspired to talk to Daniel about 
changing their lives, but even more immediately, Trish decides to reach out to a support group, 
turning to the “tend and befriend” strategy to survive the stressful ordeal of motherhood.
Similarly, “Mariposa” is a story that reflects how isolation can increase stress. In this 
story, Mary is pregnant and desires an abortion. She is not ambivalent about this fact, but 
procuring the procedure is difficult because she is a teenager. Moreover, she comes from a home 
filled with domestic violence and cannot rely on her parents; she is afraid of her father and quite 
distant from her mother. The one person she confides in is the boy who impregnated her, but he 
offers little support. After Mary runs away, she finally reveals her pregnancy to a new roommate 
to avoid eviction, but this unfortunately leads her to a Christian counselor who refuses to even 
engage with what Mary wants, which is to terminate the pregnancy.
“Mariposa” reveals a monstrous society in which a teenager has nowhere to go for help, 
and the conclusion of the story is a disturbing murder-suicide. Studies indicate that women who 
commit neonaticide do so not out of mental illness but simply because the infant is not wanted 
(Hatters-Friedman and Resnick; Resnick;), and that the act is often carried out within the context 
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of hidden or denied pregnancy (Hatters-Friedman and Resnick; Hatters-Friedman et al.; Murphy- 
Tighe and Lalor). Moreover, Murphy-Tighe and Lalor have found that women who conceal their 
pregnancies often come from abusive homes where fear is prevalent. This is certainly Mary's 
situation, and if she had not been so isolated in her abusive home or had found social support that 
respected her subjecthood, her fate would have been different.
Such a difference is demonstrated in the final story, “Shorebirds,” which is also about a 
teenager who experiences an unwanted pregnancy. While a simple and safe abortion would free 
her of this predicament, the legal system in this futuristic dystopian short story prohibits it. In the 
story, Alaska is one of the states that has fallen to the “heartbeat” bill, meaning that abortions 
past the sixth week are no longer legal. Although Grace's pregnancy is still within this 
timeframe, she is a minor. Unlike contemporary Alaska in which a teen could petition a court to 
override parental consent, in this new world, there is no way around it. Like Mary in “Mariposa,” 
Grace considers suicide, as she says to her former neighbor and friend, Irene: “So then I really 
don't have any options, do I? I mean besides offing myself” (Amore, this dissertation 184). 
Fortunately, Grace has turned to someone for help, and Irene has the education, skills, and 
courage to assist Grace by breaking the new laws.
Conclusion
Feminist gothic writers have navigated feminine and maternal subjectivity for hundreds 
of years, and Shorebirds continues this project, taking inspiration from both classic and 
contemporary gothic literature. Set in Alaska, this collection of gothic stories presents women 
and mothers who strive for political and personal agency as they struggle with such issues as 
maternal ambivalence, domestic violence, rape, and abortion. These works also represent major 
trends in feminist gothic writing, such as fairytale retellings, dystopian visions, and stories that 
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feature monsters and the supernatural. While some of the pieces in Shorebirds celebrate radical 
difference in the form of monstrous women, others reflect the truly monstrous aspects of 
patriarchal social structure.
In this introduction, I have resisted reading Shorebirds' monstrous characters through 
Julia Kristeva's popular theory of the abject, which scholars such as Judith Butler and Imogene 
Tyler charge as antifeminist and antiqueer. Extending their arguments to the gothic arena, I have 
exhibited how a Kristevan reading forces a conservative understanding of politically ambivalent 
texts, while it is completely antithetical to feminist gothic works, whose central project is 
women's subjectivity. Instead, I have drawn on contemporary aspects of feminism, queer theory, 
and feminist psychology in order to highlight women's continuing struggle for subjectivity as 
well as limitless possibilities for change.
As Angela Carter stated in 1974, “We live in Gothic times” (qtd. in Zlosnik 147). I 
believe this is still the case, but not merely because of the genre's popularity. In the present-day 
United States, women must still battle their own ghosting in relation to the figure of the child. 
States really are adopting “heartbeat” bills, as conservatives continue to limit access to 
contraceptives and sexual education while pushing for wider abortion restrictions even in cases 
of rape and incest. Meanwhile, clinics offering services that include abortion, often the only 
place for poor women to receive gynecology-related healthcare, are disappearing under 
rightwing pressure, which include threats, physical assaults, and even murder (Chrisler 2). It is 
my hope that this collection of stories, part of a long lineage of feminist gothic literature, will 
serve to reveal certain horrors of patriarchal structure while advancing women's agency to make 
our own decisions about pregnancy, childrearing, and family organization, and in so doing, help 




Rose was thirty-two when she feared she was pregnant. Never sure about children, she 
made this clear when she began dating Wade. During the first year of their marriage, she had 
been more than content to focus on her career as a health science librarian at the local university 
while also tending to her elderly pug, Priscilla. The dog needed several medications each day, 
weekly hydrotherapy and massage, and a time-consuming special diet of boiled chicken, rice, 
and carrots. Between this care, her job, and Wade, Rose felt a gratifying purpose and 
contentment in life. An introvert, she enjoyed her steady routine and quiet household. Now she 
hesitated to tell her husband about her skipped period and sore breasts.
How could she have trusted her fate to a thin membrane of latex? There were other 
options, pills and shots and inserts, each of which she had researched and rejected for a different 
reason, but now she cursed her fear of side effects and wished she'd done them all.
Late one night, she waited until Wade's eyelids fluttered in sleep, and then she crept 
down the carpeted spiral staircase and into the dusty garage. She drove through the dark quiet 
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streets of their mountainside neighborhood far above town. At the grocery, she clutched a pale 
pink box from the shelf, fearful she might run into someone she knew. Back home, Rose took the 
test, and within a minute the blood-red double lines appeared. She lay on the floor of the 
bathroom and wept as her huffing, groaning, walleyed little dog lapped at her face.
When she told Wade, she assumed he would feel as disoriented and upset as she was, but 
he wrapped her in a bear's embrace, his frame shuddering with excitement. “A baby!” he cried. 
“We're having a baby! Can they tell us this early if it's a boy or girl?”
She wanted to explain to him that she was nowhere near ready to have a baby. It had 
taken most of her twenties to get her degrees, and she was only just starting her career. How 
could she make room in her life for a baby? Maybe one day she would consider it, years from 
now. Hadn't her colleague Janet just had a baby at forty-four? There really wasn't such a rush. 
And then, she might not want kids at all, ever. She thought of the noise—didn't babies cry all the 
time? And the lack of sleep! Rose needed a solid nine hours a night, and she hated to be 
disturbed. Plus, there would be dirty diapers and spit up and toys and baby things all over her 
house. And then there was the breastfeeding, which appealed to Rose not at all. Maybe the 
bigger issue was that she'd simply never felt the pull of motherhood. She couldn't imagine being 
responsible for another human being, a whole person, for the rest of her existence. Rose came 
from a large Irish Catholic family, and she knew firsthand all that could go wrong with raising 
kids. Hadn't her siblings ruined her mother's life? Addiction, violence, crime. Of the whole crop, 
only Rose and her younger sister had turned out okay. Did Rose really want to take on such 
chaos and heartbreak? Anyway, weren't there enough people in the world?
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She said none of this to Wade. The words simply failed to come out of her mouth, as if 
her ideas were stuck on her tongue, refusing to form themselves into speech. Instead, she said, 
“This whole thing could be a false positive. It warned of that on the box.”
Wade frowned. He took the box from the bathroom counter and read aloud, “Ninety-nine 
percent accuracy. You're definitely pregnant. We're having a baby!”
“Well, there could be something wrong with it.”
“Wrong with it? What are you even talking about?”
“I don't know, maybe it'll have two heads or something. I was just helping a student the 
other day with research on a condition where the fetus grows all its organs on the outside. Things 
like that happen.”
“Organs on the outside?! Don't say that!” Wade's voice cracked with emotion. “Jesus! 
How can you think that way?”
“It happens. All I'm saying.”
He shook his head and pulled her close. “Look, you're just freaked out. You always 
overthink things. Remember when we bought the house? What a pain you were? People have 
babies all the time, like every second of every day someone in the world is having a baby. 
Everything's going to be fine. Please don't be weird about this. For once just try being happy.”
Of course, he was right. She did have a habit of searching for misery during life's major 
milestones. She had skipped out on her college graduation, spent her wedding grim-faced and 
anxious, and the house, well, she almost refused to sign because the thirty-year mortgage had 
pitched her into an existential crisis. Wade talked her into it by explaining that thirty years was 
coming, whether they had a roof over their heads or not. He understood her. An opposite in many 
ways, but maybe he had the better philosophy, and she should just trust his instincts.
52
Rain poured steadily on the drive to the doctor's office. Wade slowed the car as they 
rounded a bend, and where there should have been a view of town and the ocean beyond, Rose 
saw nothing but a wall of gray.
She did not feel well, and the drive was making her worse. “Slow down!”
Wade reached for her hand. “Just so you know, I am totally happy with either a girl or a 
boy. I really don't care, as long as the baby is healthy. But it would be good to know, don't you 
think? We could sort of prepare ourselves. Pink versus blue in the baby room. Or you know 
what, maybe that's all stupid. Who cares, right? Maybe it would be more fun to wait and just be 
surprised. We'll paint everything green.”
“Could you pull over?” Rose said, clutching the armrest.
“What? Why?”
“Pull over, dammit!”
She swung open the door and retched saltines and chamomile. Hoping he would shut up 
the rest of the drive, she closed her eyes, but this made her nausea worse.
“Just think of it,” Wade said. “You're growing a whole new human being in there.” He 
patted her stomach and then glanced at her. “Are you feeling any better? I can pull over again. 
Wow, you look white as a ghost.”
“I'm fine,” Rose snapped. She put a sweaty palm to her cheek and pulled down the 
mirror. Waxy white skin with dark circles underneath each eye. Her face looked thin, gaunt even. 
Wade was right, she had faded into a ghost.
She knew it was not uncommon for women to lose weight early on in pregnancy, but she 
never considered what it would feel like. Now she knew. She was being consumed by the alien 
creature inside her. She slapped up the mirror and quickly grew disoriented. Bile rose in her 
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throat. She searched for objects to focus on in hopes of fighting it back down, and there, just 
outside her window, a moose appeared in the gray gloom. Its patchy brown hide and stark rack 
of ribs flashed before her, then Rose was looking right into its animal eye. Round and brown and 
effeminately fringed by lashes, the eye held neither surprise nor fear, but rather a blend of 
suffering and boredom. “And now what?” the moose seemed to ask.
As Rose was contemplating this question, the truck swerved and Wade hollered, “Holy 
shit!”
A feeble calf jerked safely out of the roadway, as though balancing on stilts. The creature 
looked back at them in horror, and then both mother and baby became enveloped in a swirl of 
fog and were gone.
Rose lowered her window and threw up.
By the time they reached the obstetrician's office, Rose felt even worse. A heavy fullness 
pressed within her, and yet she also experienced an empty clawing in her belly.
A nurse and an intern prepared the sonogram equipment then stood at the side of the 
examining table. The doctor snapped latex gloves over his meaty hands and took up a formidable 
dildo-like instrument with an eye-like camera at the tip.
Rose lay on her back, legs splayed under a paper sheet, and thought suddenly of the frog 
she had dissected in seventh grade. Her first dissection, she had been lightheaded with the sharp 
sour scent of formaldehyde. Touching the spongy corpse with a sense of grim ceremony, she 
studied the worksheet labeling the neatly packed organs and prepared herself for the first cut. But 
her lab partner cried out, “Dr. Frankenstein, I presume!” Then he took the scalpel from her hand 
and stabbed it deep into the white amphibian belly. He tore through the wreck of innards with a 
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throaty laugh and finally plucked out the heart and bobbled it in his palm. “Alive! It's alive!” he 
shouted and flung it into Rose's hair.
Now, as the doctor slid the cold instrument inside her, Rose clenched her jaw and 
remembered the deep sense of wrong she felt that day in class, for the frog and for herself, their 
merged humiliation.
“Keep looking at the monitor,” the doctor said. “At this stage, the fetus will look like a 
kidney bean.”
Rose bit her tongue, sweating and shivering as the grainy black and white images 
morphed in and out of focus. When the pulsing bean finally appeared on the monitor, the doctor 
said, “Well, Mom, looks like you're off to a great start. See the heartbeat?”
She saw the grainy rhythm, and then she heard its echoing electro beat through the 
complicated machinery. Turning away from the screen, she couldn't escape the sound. The tell­
tale heart, Rose thought, fighting back tears.
Wade leaned in and kissed her cheek. “It's like some kind of miracle!”
Rose, wrapped in paper and freezing on the plastic mat, thought no such thing. She didn't 
want to see or discuss the throbbing kidney bean. She wanted to be away, away from the 
monitor, away from the hospital, away from the multiplying cluster of cells and its tell-tale heart.
At home, Rose collapsed on their bed and pulled Priscilla into her lap. Stroking her tawny 
coat, she tried to imagine caring for a baby. Soon the little dog fell asleep, grunting and twitching 
her stubby legs, her tongue peeking from between tiny pointed brown fangs. At fourteen years 
old, Priscilla held the smell of disease; a globular bump hung from her belly, and several scabby 
patches dotted her hide. Rose clutched the dog against her chest. She couldn't explain it, but she 
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loved Priscilla. Her feelings for the dog were deep and nurturing and protective. A mother's love. 
Would she grow to feel the same for a baby?
Of course she would, of course. Didn't all mothers, even tigers, even grizzly bears, 
mother their offspring? It occurred to her then that sharks didn't care for their young, nor did 
spiders, or at least most spiders. And then the babies of some species were rather unappreciative 
and ate their mothers alive. It already feels like that, Rose thought.
But in some ways, maybe her life would become easier with a baby. Ever since Rose and 
Wade married, her mother stepped up her pressure tactics in pursuit of grandchildren. “You're 
Catholic,” her mother regularly reminded her. “Cath-o-lic. And Irish. Do you know what that 
means? It means babies, and plenty of them. Your grandmother used to say, ‘A house isn't a 
home without a baby.'”
Rose wanted to remind her of what so many babies had cost her mother; hers had been a 
life of constant suffering. But Rose had always done her best to ease her mother's troubles and 
bring her what joy she could, and so she held her tongue. The one time Rose protested, saying 
that she wasn't sure she ever wanted kids, her mother had gasped and then shot back, “Where 
would we be if Eve had said that to Adam? Or if I had said that your father, ‘No, I just want to 
work. Work, work, work. No babies.' You wouldn't exist. Poof! How would you like that, Rose? 
Not to even exist?”
“Well, I guess I wouldn't be here to have an opinion, so—”
“My point exactly. Now don't be selfish! I didn't raise you to be selfish!”
Rose felt pressure not only from her mother, but everybody: friends, neighbors, even 
colleagues. When she moved in with Wade, people would ask if they were planning to marry. 
After doing so, Rose assumed everybody would mind their own business, but no. They turned 
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their inquiries to children. Are you planning to start a family right away? How many kids do you 
want to have? What are you hoping for, a boy or a girl—or both?
Rose weighed her options, resting her hand on Priscilla's back. It really wasn't too late. 
She could simply make an appointment and then get back to her old life. Many of her friends had 
had abortions in their teens or twenties. Rose donated regularly to Planned Parenthood. She had 
no moral issues with abortion. In her mind, a fetus wasn't a baby until it took its first breath.
But could she face Wade, knowing how much he wanted her to keep it? Would he think 
of her as a murderer? The killer of their child?
Certainly, Rose's mother would see it that way if she ever found out. It would break her 
heart. Rose's new job had taken her far from her mother, across the country, but the two 
remained quite close. Her mother had an uncanny sense for getting the truth out of Rose. Wade 
had the same ability. Rose could never keep a secret from either of them.
She leaned back on the couch pillows and stroked Pricilla's coarse coat as the little dog 
grunted and thrashed her way through nightmare after nightmare. Rose realized that she had no 
choice in the matter. She was stuck between Wade and her mother. She would have the baby.
The next morning, Rose pulled open the bedroom drapes to a new world. Everything had 
gone white. Spruce trees, houses, the cars lining the street, all were buried underneath a deep 
layer of snow. Although it was May and just yesterday the air had carried the scent of summer, 
winter reigned once again. The thick cottonwood outside her window drooped with the heavy 
load clinging to its newly leafed limbs.
Rose stared out at the new world until she heard Wade sit up in bed.
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“I'm not going to be one of those women who lose themselves in pregnancy,” she said, 
not turning to look at him.
“Okay.”
“I mean it. No special treatment,” she warned. “No big announcement, no baby shower, 
no nothing. We're just going to continue living like normal. And I am going to work right up 
until the birth.”
“Fine. It's a deal.”
“I'm also going back to work after my maternity leave.”
“What are we supposed to do with the baby?”
“I have no idea.”
After a long period of nausea, the sixth and seventh month were easier on Rose.
However, during the eighth month, she noticed tiny spots of blood staining her underwear. She 
sat for an hour in her doctor's waiting room, which was filled with other pregnant women. Some 
chatted excitedly with one another about swollen ankles and stretchmarks, others leafed through 
Parenting and American Baby and Fit Pregnancy. Rose felt a bit like she had in college when so 
many of the girls in her dorm were deciding which sorority to rush, while her own disinterest set 
her a species apart.
After her exam, which had been uncomfortable and unnecessary because the baby was 
fine, Rose decided to celebrate her healthy status with a sixteen-ounce americano. She had 
abstained for so long that just the smell of coffee brought tears to her eyes. Waiting for her drink, 
Rose rubbed her expanse of belly and stood up straighter to stretch her back.
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She noticed that a barista was staring at her. The girl had greasy brown hair that hung in 
her eyes, which were underscored with thick black liner. Constellations of acne roughed her 
cheeks, and there was a severity about her mouth, a grimness.




This made the girl smile. “Want to know something?” she whispered, leaning over the 
counter with a nervous look. “I'm pregnant, too.”
“Are you?” Rose couldn't help but glance at the girl's body. She hid it well in a bulky 
green hoodie, old and stained and torn at the sleeve. Now Rose studied her face more closely. 
She couldn't be past her teens. “When are you due?”
“I don't know.”
“Well, how far along are you?”
“Maybe eight or nine months?”
“Oh my God! That's soon.” Rose chewed on her lip, regarding the girl. “Are you alright? 
Everything okay?”
The girl looked away and shrugged.
“You're carrying it far better than I am. I mean, look at me! No mistaking my situation.
I'm so tired of people coming up and giving me advice or, God, putting their hands on me.”
“They put their hands on you?”
“You know, to feel the baby move? They seem to forget that I'm here, too.”
“People shouldn't forget that.”
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Rose swung her bag onto the other shoulder. “I just wish everybody would keep their 
hands and their advice to themselves.”
“Know what I wish?”
“What?”
The girl laid a chapped hand on the counter and in a quiet voice said, “I wish I wasn't 
pregnant.”
Rose took note once again of how young the girl was. “Are your folks helping you out?”
“I have a fiance,” she said quickly. “We're probably moving to California, so it's cool. I 
just mean it's hard sometimes. Plus, I'm getting so fat.”
Another customer stepped up to the counter, and the girl handed Rose her drink.
“Are you sure you're okay?”
“Yeah, I'm just tired. I'm looking for a different job.” She turned back to the register.
“But it's all good.”
“I hope everything goes well for you. Best of luck!” But Rose doubted there was much 
luck in store for her.
Sipping the coffee on her drive home, Rose couldn't help wondering about the girl's life. 
How could she possibly have a baby so young? It seemed like a travesty, like a human rights 
violation, for both the girl and the baby. Rose had left a big tip, but it wouldn't help much. It 
certainly wouldn't get the kid to California.
But then, what did Rose really know about her? Maybe some people had a stronger 
maternal urge than others, and hadn't she read that the optimal age for childbearing was 
eighteen? It could be that Rose was the anomaly. Didn't all animals have an instinct to breed?
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Rose thought about a job she'd had in college, caring for lab rats. She recalled how 
common it was for the mothers to eat their young. Sometimes she even caught them in the act, 
busily gnawing on the hairless translucent pink bodies. There was no sign of guilt, pleasure, or 
pain in the black little beads of their eyes, but simply an alert industrious look. What made them 
do it?
When she'd asked her professor about it, he shrugged and said, “If you lived in that cage, 
wouldn't you?”
The first contractions rolled through Rose in the middle of the night. At the hospital, they 
were told that it wasn't true labor, just Braxton Hicks contractions.
“What's Braxton Hicks?” Wade asked.
“False contractions,” Rose and the nurse said at once.
“Think of them as practice for the real event,” the nurse added.
On the way home, Wade said, “Why on earth don't they just talk in plain English. What 
did she call it?”
“Braxton Hicks,” Rose said.
“Where did that term come from?”
Rose googled it. “He was a British physician from the 1800s.”
Just then, her uterus seized up once again and as the pain rolled and finally subsided, she 
thought how strange that her agony carried the name of this long-ago man. What do you know 
about it, Braxton Hicks? And yet for the short duration of each contraction, as she breathed in 
and out, his name ran repeatedly through her mind: Braxton Hicks Braxton Hicks Braxton Hicks.
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Wade fell back asleep, but Rose sat in a square of light that spilled from the window. She 
felt afraid, deeply afraid. Pricilla must have sensed it; she stood guard at Rose's side, the dog's 
long tongue lolling with the effort it took to stay upright. Her wall eyes bulged monstrously as 
she looked again and again at Rose. “It's okay,” Rose murmured, rubbing the dog's velvety ears 
between contractions. The two of them had shared many years together, and so many important 
moments within each of those years. Rose had lived with the dog all her adult life, including a 
decade of school in Seattle. How many impossible classes? How many boyfriends and broken 
hearts? How many shitty jobs and stupid bosses and sadistic professors? And yet there had 
always been Pricilla, regardless of the hour, plopping down from the couch and waddling across 
the floor to greet her at the door. It occurred to Rose now that she had spent more time with her 
dog in the last fourteen years than with any of her friends, her mother, her siblings, or her 
husband. Now Rose smiled and pulled Pricilla's squat little body against her chest.
Dark circles appeared on her shirtfront, two of them. She stretched the fabric out. 
Leaking—Rose was leaking.
Soon the contractions increased in severity and became more regular, giving her little 
time to recover in between. Rose and Wade rushed back to the hospital. Doubled over in pain, 
Rose lay tangled in the thin white sheet of the hospital bed. A doctor entered, followed by a 
nurse and two students. They taped wires to her belly and hooked her up to a machine that 
whirred and beeped, showing the strength of each contraction as though Rose didn't already 
know. They lanced a vein and tethered her to an IV. Hours passed while she huddled and shook 
in the twist of bedding. Her hospital gown with its ties up the back grew so unbearable that Rose 
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tore it from her body. Naked and cold, but still sweating, she grabbed the steel cage lining the 
bed and groaned. There was no progress. She grew tired, and then weak.
They asked if she wanted relief, and she nodded. The nurse attached a vial to the metal 
frame of the IV. Soon Rose went shooting through space, but only for seconds before she was 
slammed right back into the clasp of pain. She threw up on her pillow.
“I may have changed my mind,” she said.
“What's that?” asked the nurse.
“I don't want it anymore. I never wanted it.”
“The medication?”
“The baby.”
The nurse placed a cool hand on Rose's forehead and murmured, “You won't be in labor 
forever.”
As the drug bloomed within Rose, she felt herself shrink to the thin margins of her body.
The nurse inserted a catheter. Tears rolled out of Rose's eyes, blurring the people and machinery 
that now filled the room. She lay grunting in the center of a vast network of cords and tubes. A 
new doctor produced paperwork for her to sign, and Rose scrawled the pen across the form, no 
longer caring what happened.
A jab in the back, and Rose went completely numb. She studied the tape holding the IV 
in place on her forearm, imagining herself a corpse. After some time, the said, “You're having 
the baby now.”
Wade kissed her forehead. “You can do this!”
Rose felt nothing. “What? What am I doing?”
“Push!” The doctor yelled.
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“Push!” Wade and the nurse echoed.
Rose squinted and frowned. It was all she could do. And then she experienced a 
fluttering, a whooshing emptying sensation, and a cheer arose as the doctor held up a chalky 
white creature. It made no sound, and Rose thought it must be dead.
“A girl,” the doctor said, but he did not look happy. Rose saw bright streaks of blood in 
the chalk. The nurse took the baby, and the doctor produced a scissors and snipped its cord. 
Next, they put the baby into a plastic basinet and wheeled it away. Goodbye, Rose thought.
“She's fine,” another nurse said, entering the room. “Just a bit of depressed breathing 
because of the medication. We need to help her breathe and keep an eye on her for a bit.”
“A girl?” Wade said from behind the nurse. “Did you hear that, Rose?”
“Where are they taking her?”
“They'll bring her back when she's breathing better,” the nurse said.
“Can I go with the baby?” Wade asked.
“Yes, but you'll have to watch through a window.” She turned to Rose and, pressing on 
her abdomen, said, “Now one more push for the afterbirth.”
Another emptying sensation, and Rose was moving fast through black spaces in her 
mind, like being on a roller coaster at night. It was a far drop to earth; she felt both elated and 
afraid.
The nurse's voice brought her around again. “Would you like to see it?”
“The baby?”
“The placenta. Sometimes people ask us to freeze it so they can take it home and plant it 
with a tree in the yard.”
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The nurse wheeled over a plastic cart similar to the one in which they'd taken the baby. 
Inside was a metal tray containing a round loaf of organ, pinkish-red with large brown veins 
fanning out like the limbs of a tree.
Rose didn't know how she was supposed to react. Instead of a baby, they had brought her 
this gelatinous lump. Where was the baby? She shut her eyes and the roller coaster started up 
again. “Where?” she slurred.
“What's that?” the nurse said. “Would you like to take it home and plant it?”
Rose heard the voice from very far away, and she struggled to speak. Where? Where is 
the baby? But then she was out.
Rose dreamt she was standing over a hole in the dirt. She peered into the hole, and there 
it lay, raw and skinless, so vulnerable without her body protecting it from the cold earth, a baby 
with veins like a tree on the pink meat of its belly.
The baby didn't move, and Rose thought, Of course, of course, this is how it has to end.
Rose was weeping when the nurse woke her. The room was tomblike in the half-light. 
The sheets clung to Rose's skin, damp with sweat. She saw the nurse was pushing a cart, and 
now Rose was afraid.
“Your husband went to get your mother at the airport,” she said. “But here is your 
daughter. Your healthy baby girl.”
Rose wiped her eyes and peered into the basinet. From a swaddle of blanket, a tiny 
pinched face frowned up at her.
“Do you want to hold her?”
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“I don't think so.”
The nurse laughed. “Give it a try. She won't bite.”
The baby felt strange, a foreign thing in Rose's arms, and soon began to whimper and
squirm. She was too alive, like holding electricity, too real, and Rose, still consumed by her 
dream, felt only loss and losing. They worked within her like a black hole, a black hole that 
sucked and sucked at the baby.
The baby began to cry.
“I'm sorry,” Rose said. “I don't know what to do.”
“Let's try feeding her.” The nurse turned on the bedside light, and, pursing her lips, 
reached though Rose's hospital gown and pinched her nipple until clear fluid dribbled out. 
“Colostrum,” she said. “Now let's see if we can train her to eat.”
She then took up the baby's rosy round face in between her thumb and forefinger, popped 
open her whimpering mouth, and pushed it onto Rose's nipple several times until the baby's lips 
clamped down. Rose winced as the infant began to suck.
The nurse gave a nod of her head. “She's a fast learner. I'll leave you two alone now.”
“Wait!”
“Yes?”
“Maybe... maybe you should just take her.”
A look of confusion came over the nurse. “What do you mean?”
Rose had no idea how to explain herself. She didn't want the baby.
“Are you feeling tired?”




The nurse pointed to the pink paper band on the baby's tiny wrist. “Samson, baby girl,” 
she read aloud. “We're careful about who belongs to who around here. Would you like me to 
turn the light off?”
Rose was left alone in the dark with the infant.
She waited for her husband. She waited for her mother. Then she pressed the call button 
and waited for the nurse. She waited for somebody to come and take the baby away.
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WINTERKILL
The infant had a pale rubbery skin, a bald head laced with a pulsing network of veins, and 
deep-set watery blue eyes unadorned by lashes. His face appeared to Trish as doughy and 
unfinished, yet at times it held the shrewd expression of a wizened old man. During pregnancy, 
Trish often imagined the joy of meeting her child, her baby, the flesh of her own flesh, and 
anticipated an immediate connection. But after the first week with her newborn, she sensed no 
such relation.
The birth had been difficult. Twenty hours of labor ended in hemorrhaging, and the 
doctor sawed her open in an emergency Caesarean. Now Trish felt like a collection of damaged 
body parts. Her swollen middle was stitched shut in an angry red seam that oozed and throbbed 
and threatened to burst; her cramping uterus shed clots of bloody discharge without signs of 
slowing; and her engorged breasts, hard as concrete, painful as a deep bruise, leaked milk and 
then blood as the chafed nipples deteriorated into open wounds.
Meanwhile, the infant's demands on her were constant. He screamed and howled and 
shook with rage. And the mother-baby bond that Trish had heard so much about? She now knew 
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it was bullshit. Nothing existed between her and the infant except hunger, his hunger. He was 
ravenous.
Daniel, in bed one night as the baby wailed between them, told her that appetite was a 
good sign.
“But he doesn't even sleep. I don't know what I'm doing wrong.”
Daniel rolled over, pulling a pillow over his head. “At least you don't have to work all 
day tomorrow.”
Trish ran her fingers through her greasy hair. Of course, he was right. Daniel was 
working all the overtime he could get. Still, they were falling behind on their student debt, 
relying more on credit cards. Before the baby was born, they had considered daycare, but quickly 
discovered that her salary would barely cover it, and so she quit. At least they owned their home, 
thanks to a small inheritance her parents had left her. It was just enough for the down payment 
on a fixer-upper some distance from town.
A home and a healthy baby. Trish told herself that she was lucky, blessed even. These 
were the words Daniel's mother used when she called each day from New York to check on the 
baby. Trish knew she was lucky to stay home with her child, like both her mother and Daniel's 
had done. Her mom had died far too young, and Trish reminded herself that she should be 
enjoying every second with the baby.
Before he was born, she fantasized about holding him close, bathing him, rocking him to 
sleep. Now that he was here, different thoughts consumed her. These new fantasies involved a 
return to her old life. She pictured showering peacefully, without the panic brought on by the 
howling baby, or dressing in her nicest work clothes rather than the stained sweats she wore both 
night and day. She imagined playing music on the long drive to the architectural firm where she 
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and Daniel worked in admin. She even felt a sense of nostalgia about meeting minutes and the 
firm's fickle photocopier. Trish had never liked her job much, but now she missed it dearly.
Of course, she knew such thoughts were wrong. How could she prefer work to her own 
child? And then she started to worry, Oh God, what if he somehow senses these feelings?
Most days, Trish was alone with the infant. They lived on the mountainous edge of a cold 
northern city, and in winter, the road to their home was often impassable due to snow or ice. 
Daniel took their only car to work, and often had to park far below and then hike the rest of the 
way in cleated boots. Their house, after many years, remained a work-in-progress. They thought 
they would have it finished by the time the baby came, doing the labor themselves to stretch the 
budget as much as they could, but materials proved expensive. The house was an old log 
structure. A kitchen and den constituted its tiny core, with timbers that retracted during cold 
snaps and shed an ancient chinking of moss and shredded newspaper. Sometimes Trish could 
decipher bits of the print, making out a word, phrase, or date. It used to be a game between Trish 
and Daniel, decoding these messages from their home, Sale Everything Must Go, Robbery 
Suspect Arrested, Temperatures Plunge.
Behind the old log structure, they had framed in a new addition of two bedrooms, two 
baths, plus a larger kitchen. So far, they had completed their bedroom, a bathroom, and the 
nursery, a small round room that jutted turret-like from the second floor. Before the baby was 
born, the nursery was Trish's favorite room. It offered a sweeping view of the greenbelt that 
spilled from a snow field high in the mountains. Trish used to love staring into this wild space 
beyond their home.
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But now, the room with its view had become unsettling. In midwinter, when the sun 
pushed over the horizon for just a few hours, spreading long shadows before darkness fell, Trish 
sat in the nursery in her highbacked red leather chair, the infant feeding, always feeding, in her 
arms. Sometimes by the pale light of the moon, she could make out sleek forms of coyotes 
padding through the yard as they followed their prey from the greenbelt.
As the weeks wore on, Trish found herself waiting for them to appear. What were these 
wild animals? How did they arrange their lives? She wondered if their hearts were in some ways 
like her own, churning with the same sorrow, pain, and fear.
Always at night, in the very darkest hours of winter, the baby was inconsolable. Trish 
rocked him, she sang to him, she walked with her arms wrapped tightly around him, but nothing 
worked. Even her sore and swollen breasts failed to quiet him for long. Once he latched on, 
sucking in a panic, he might eventually fall back into a twitchy sleep, but as soon as Trish's 
bloodied nipple slipped from his mouth, he would wake with an angry start, full of misery and 
demand. Batting his tiny limbs at her, his hoarse cries would turn to growls more animal than 
human.
“Sweetheart,” she would whisper to him, cringing as he clamped down on her damaged 
flesh.
At the six-week appointment, the doctor put the infant into a plastic tub and weighed him. 
“Gaining,” he said. “He's doing great. Do you have any questions? Anything you want to 
discuss?”
71
Trish froze. Discuss? She wanted to weep. Something must be wrong with him! Or me! I 
cannot survive another night with him! I can't stand him!
She twisted her wedding band around and around her finger and took a breath. “He 
nurses a lot. And if he isn't nursing, he's screaming.”
The doctor offered her a sympathetic smile. “A touch of colic, huh? He should settle 
down in a few more weeks.”
“But, well, I wonder if something might be going wrong with the milk? I mean, he nurses 
so much that I'm bleeding. There's blood in the milk. Is it spoiled? Could it be bad for him?
Opening a drawer, the doctor pulled out a small tube. “Try this lanolin gel. It will help 
heal your skin. But I don't want you to worry about the milk. You are doing everything right. 
Bleeding is common for new moms. Believe it or not, it's probably good for the baby. Blood is 
full of iron, which is the one thing breastmilk lacks.” He peeled a pamphlet from a stack on the 
counter and handed it to her. “And you might try reaching out to La Leche. It's is a volunteer 
group of moms. You can call them for support, and they'll even come out to your house.”
She thanked the doctor, but left the office feeling worse than she had before. Of course 
the milk wasn't spoiled. The problem was much deeper than that. What should be happening 
naturally, wasn't. Feelings that should simply be there, weren't. And how could she explain this 
to a group of normal mothers?
As the weeks wore on, the situation grew worse. Trish came to hate the night. She felt 
sick as darkness fell, spreading first in the forest and then shading the mountains and finally 
purpling the vast sky. Sometimes in the deep night, she saw the scene as though she wasn't a part 
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of it: The baby howling, the father sleeping, the mother crying. Outside, coyotes slunk down 
from the mountains on their mission of blood.
The pain of nursing was getting worse instead of better, especially when the baby first 
latched on. Trish ran her fingers along his gum line and felt two tiny needle-like points. Could 
his teeth be coming in already, at just six weeks old? Impossible. She shone a light into his 
screaming mouth, and yes, two white nubs of canines appeared in his swollen gums. She turned 
the light on herself, and then quickly clicked it off. Deep puncture wounds and torn skin left her 
dizzy. Was he really biting her? And if so, how could those tiny budding teeth do such damage?
She had come to feel like an actress playing the part of a mother who loved her baby. She 
would hold his angry writhing body close to her own and force herself to whisper words of love 
into the tiny whorl of his ear. And yet she knew that the baby sensed her lies, that like a dog, he 
reacted not to words but to underlying emotion, the part she couldn't control.
He was growing strong. At just two months, it was impossible to keep him wrapped in a 
blanket. He was able to tear off his pajamas and onesies and diapers. He hated anything but her 
body to touch his skin. He wanted only her to keep him warm. Yet if he wasn't nursing, she was 
barely able to hold him due to his thrashing rages.
Sometimes Trish dropped the charade and cried to Daniel. He tried to be cheerful and 
consoling, but the hours of overtime left him drained. As he grew more exhausted, he began to 
turn on her.
“My mother had five kids,” he yelled one night after dinner. “Why is one so hard for 
you?”
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“I don't know,” she said through her tears. And she didn't. She had no idea.
One night, Trish sensed that her milk had run dry, and yet the baby continued to nurse. 
Could he be feeding off blood alone? She wedged a finger into his mouth to break the suction, 
and two thick red rivulets ran down his chin. She dabbed at the mess with a tissue, and the baby 
snapped at her, his face growing scarlet as he choked with the effort of his own screams.
Although Daniel was just in the next room, Trish felt alone—alone with a monster. She 
lurched downstairs, struggling to keep hold of the angry baby. In the darkness of the den, tears 
leaked from her eyes as she leaned against one of the old timber beams supporting the roof. She 
slowly slid to the floor as the baby kicked and thrashed out of his blanket and clothing and 
finally his diaper. She no longer knew what to do with him. She laid him on the worn wood floor 
in a thin stream of moonlight and watched him shake and howl in rage.
A bit of detritus wafted through the air, moving to the sound of the baby's fury.
It must be cold, she thought. The log walls are shedding.
She caught the bit of newsprint in her fist and then smoothed it open in the moonbeam. 
The letters were faded, barely legible. She made out a G, a T, an OU. What did it spell? Was 
there a message? G-E-T O-U-T?
A shadow loomed over her. Daniel.
“What the hell are you doing?” He rushed to the baby and scooped him up, cuddling him 
to his chest. Then he glared down at Trish. “And where is his blanket? You can't leave a baby on 
the cold floor like that!”
“I'm sorry,” she said. “I'm sorry. I don't think I can do this anymore. I don't—"
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Daniel tucked the squalling infant into his robe and bobbed him up and down. The baby 
quieted.
“This is all he wants,” Daniel said.
She crouched on the floor. Headlights from a car on the mountain road flashed for a 
moment and then slid over her husband and son. Trish's eyes felt like wet holes, like sores, and 
out of them she stared at her family and thought, A picture of love.
Trish began to have strange nightmares. They might occur at any time of day, and often 
when she was awake. She sensed the dreams were not real, and yet she could not control them, 
but only watch in horror. She became a victim of her own visions. They filled her with anguish 
and guilt. In one scenario, she pitched the baby from the bedroom window, and in another she 
sent his stroller wobbling down the driveway and into the ravine. Sometimes she locked him 
screaming in their Subaru and threw the keys into the deep snow, while other times she leapt 
from the driver's seat just as the car and child careened down the mountain.
After such imaginings, consumed by remorse, Trish gently stroked the baby's rubbery 
cheek while he bit her wounds. Whispering, whispering, her dry lips on the soft indent in his 
skull, she promised him that she would try to do better. She would have to do better.
On a wintry morning after Daniel left for work, the baby screamed from his crib, but 
Trish was unable to stand up from the red leather chair. She shut her eyes against the noise. She 
tried to imagine the baby's howling as music, as trumpets and baritones and saxophones. And it 
worked, she heard music. The sound slowly transformed into a chorus of birdsong, and then 
magpie squawking, and then the clanging of a train, or was it a train whistle that blew and blew?
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She woke with a start. The baby was asleep. The noise was simply her cellphone ringing. 





Was it her own voice? She looked at the screen and saw her name, her number. Had she 
called her own cell in her sleep? Was it even possible to call yourself? To talk to yourself? She 
blinked and hung up, but again the phone rang, and there was her name.
She answered, whispering, “I know this isn't me.”
“This isn't me.”
The phone was broken and replaying her words. She was sure of it. Yet the voice didn't 
sound like her, not exactly. It sounded like somebody doing an impression of her.
“If you aren't me, then who are you?” she asked.
“Who are you? Who are you?”
Trish dropped the device. She had been yelling, and now the baby erupted in violent 
screams. She ran to the closet and hunted for her old hiking boots and ski jacket, her thick 
mittens and woolen hat.
Get out! she thought. Just get out!
The driveway was pure ice, glinting in the sunlight. She wanted to go down the mountain 
to the city below, but every road was made of ice. Impassable. She headed behind the house, 
each step breaking through the hard rime into deep powder. She could still hear the baby's 
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violent cries. They seemed to follow her as she climbed the game trail up and up into the 
wilderness beyond.
Finally, silence. She moved slowly in the paw trampled snow, the cold air stinging her 
lungs. When she reached the saddle of the pass, Trish lay down. Overheated, the dull cold 
seeping through her layers felt good. A sense of calm loomed like a faraway cloud drifting 
closer, closer, and Trish felt she could remain there forever, simply staring into the expanse of 
bright blue.
A flash of movement startled her. There, underneath a collision of white boulders, stood a 
skinny coyote. Trish stopped, suddenly afraid. Something hung from between its fangs. A tiny 
corpse? No, a pup. Just born, bright pink and wriggling against the dark form of its mother.
The coyote raised her nose to the wind, and then stared forlornly in Trish's direction. The 
creature was half-starved, her ribs cutting through her ragged coat.
Winter will kill them all, Trish thought.
The coyote fled, disappearing into the white pass. Trish pictured the animal slinking back 
into her cold den, dropping her frozen pink pup into a living pile of its littermates, each one 
identical and wriggling like worms. Then Trish imagined the mother licking the blind hairless 
little mole back to life, and in that moment, Trish thought of her own baby. She had left him all 
alone. How could she have done it? Fear shot through her, throbbing in her pulse. For a moment, 
she could not move, but only think, He could be dead!
Trish turned down the mountain. When she reached the edge of the forest, she unzipped 
her jacket, gasping for breath. Terror fueled her as she slipped, rose, and slipped again on the 
slick game trail.
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Once home, she threw open the front door and hurried up the stairs, leaving a trail of 
snow from her boots. The house was silent.
He's dead! He's dead!
The long hallway appeared to be tilting and shrinking as Trish raced through it. Now she 
clutched the rail of the crib and steadied herself. Slowly, she placed an open palm on the baby's 
bare chest. She felt warmth and movement, the gentle thrumming of life. Relief swept through 
her as she stood back and watched him. How peaceful he looked. The delicate shape of his ears, 
so small, and his full lips, nursing in his dreams, kissing the air. Just a baby, wasn't he?
Trish had an urge to pick him up, to hold him, but knew she better not. She went down to 
the den and took up a position in the window. Soon the shadows grew long and the woods went 
dark, and a familiar sense of doom took root in her heart. Maybe it was best if he never woke.
What was wrong with her? Why was she so incapable? So afraid?
The night was cold. The old log walls shed their bits of dust-moss and history, but Trish 
was no longer interested in deciphering them. She needed to talk to someone. Where was 
Daniel? Things had to change. They would have to arrange their lives differently. She searched 
for his headlights along the road below, but of course the ice would stop him. He would have to 
park far down the mountain and travel the rest of the way by foot. Again and again, she peered 
outside.
When she finally caught sight of movement below, it wasn't her husband but a line of 
coyotes floating across a patch of moonlight in the snow. They were heading up to the pass, and 
Trish wondered if they were bringing meat to the denned mother. She hoped so.
And then she was scrolling through her contacts. She would call somebody, but who? 
None of her friends had children, and she certainly couldn't talk to her mother-in-law. She 
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thought of the pamphlet the doctor had given her weeks ago. There it was on her desk. She ran 
her fingers over the purple lettering. What can I say to these people? And how will I keep from 
crying? She took a breath and dialed the number, expecting to leave a message.
But somebody picked up. “Hello?”
“Help,” she said. And this was how she began.
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SUNDOWNERS
When I arrived in Anchorage, I was unprepared for the evening glare of sunlight. I had 
been instructed by my new employer, Ms. Carmen Michaels, to Uber at her expense to her 
mountainside home some distance from town. During the drive, blinding rays set my skin on fire, 
and I had to shift to the other seat. I had never been so far north. I was feeling unsettled about the 
three-month position in this far-flung outpost.
“Is it business that brings you here, ma'am?” the driver asked as he stroked his graying 
goatee and lifted his sleepy eyes to the review mirror. “Or pleasure?”
I didn't foresee much pleasure in caring for Ms. Michaels dementia-stricken mother. “All 
business.”
My life had taken some difficult turns in the past year, and I suppose I had reached a 
fracture point. First, I was poor. Worse than poor, for I had less than nothing, being nearly eighty 
thousand dollars in debt for an art history degree that failed to get me a job in the field. Second, 
my fiance Stephen had recently insisted on moving up our wedding date to the coming October 
because, at thirty-one, several years older than me, he'd decided it was time for us to have a 
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baby. He wouldn't even wait until spring. Of course, I wanted to make him happy, and yet the 
October wedding weighed on me. Everywhere I went, there it was, dragging along behind me.
If only I wasn't so poor! Stephen was better situated, fitting into the world in a way that I 
doubted I ever could. A realtor in his father's firm, he'd been after me to obtain my license and 
join them in the family business. This was my third and final problem, facing a future in real 
estate. Or as Stephen put it, growing up.
I just couldn't imagine devoting my life to selling homes. In the days before I'd left, 
Stephen and I had argued. He felt that a caregiver position was beneath me, a waste of my skills, 
and he didn't want me leaving him for so long. When I told him that I couldn't dream of better 
pay and that I had loan payments to make, he lost his temper. “You'll be a servant, Emily! A 
servant! Is that what you want to be?”
His words stabbed deep. I had only just turned twenty-four. Wasn't that still young, 
young enough to do a job without becoming it? And what was wrong with taking care of another 
human being? Where was the shame in such an act? Maybe if this job wasn't good enough for 
Stephen, then neither was I.
Once again, the cabbie's eyes held mine in the mirror. “And what sort of work do you do, 
ma'am?”
“Personal care attendant. I'm here to help an elderly woman.”
We passed a small hill covered in dead grass. It was May, and the trees had yet to leaf. 
Trash blew in the gutters. Everywhere a trampled-down sense, like the hoof of winter had only 
just lifted.
“She's quite ill with dementia,” I added.
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He nodded, allowing for a moment of silence, and then said, “You are a good person to 
do that work.”
In truth, I was not looking forward to watching an old woman die at the ends of the earth, 
and my employer had made it quite clear that death was the “inevitable outcome” of the position. 
She did, however, promise full payment regardless of the “timing of events.” Of course, I wished 
a long life for her poor mother, no matter how convenient her death might be for me. I supposed 
I was a rather good person. I liked to think so, anyway.
“I do my best,” I said to the cabbie.
“And this is the best any of us can do.”
The car stalled at a red light, and as the driver muttered and restarted the engine, I rolled 
down the window for air, squinting as the sun reflected off a passing car. We began to climb 
now, up and up. Soon the whole of the small city lay beneath us, lined to the west by a stretch of 
mudflats and the gray sea, and even farther in the distance, floating above the water, a wall of 
mountains.
“I hope I can get out and explore some of this wilderness. Beautiful, isn't it?” I said.
“Yes, beautiful, but also terrible. There are many, many ways to die here. You must take 
great care, ma'am.”
We careened around a bend, then turned up a smaller and very steep road marked by a 
crooked street sign, proclaiming it Hidden Ridge Drive. Pressure built in each of my ears as we 
took a series of switchbacks, turning yet again onto an unnamed gravel drive, which also twisted 
in sharp switchbacks. The car tires shot small stones against the undercarriage that I sensed in the 
soles of my feet.
“Where is this place?”
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“The heavens,” the driver said, pointing ahead. The very top of a steep roof came into 
view, rising above an outcropping of jagged white rock. We drew closer, making our way up the 
narrow driveway as a jungle of thorny poisonous-looking weeds slapped and dragged along the 
car windows, and there, finally, loomed the house. It towered overhead, three stories tall, gray as 
a thunderhead. Several bay windows with peeling black trim faced the town and ocean beyond. 
A fine view, no doubt, but each of the windows was closed and covered by a dark curtain.
I got out of the car and shouldered my pack, turning to enjoy the unimpeded view. It was 
like standing on top of the world, though the jagged peaks above stood higher still. A steep drop­
off along one side of the road had me considering the driver's advice. The air smelled of earth 
and greenery, and it was cooler up here. What a beautiful spot, I thought, though there was also a 
sense of desolation, an abandoned feel, a loneliness.
“Ma'am? Will you be alright, then?”
“Yes, of course.” I squinted up at the weathered gray house. “They're expecting me.”
I heard the ping of gravel on metal for some time after he drove away, then I was left in 
silence like held breath. Not a sound, not a motion. Unease twisted through me, but then, didn't I 
often feel like this, especially when starting a new job?
I trudged up the front steps and, seeing no doorbell, swung the heavy brass knocker. After 
some time, a petite dark-haired woman with a worried expression stood in the doorway.
“Welcome, welcome. You must be Emily.”
“Yes, thank you.” I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans and shook her hand. “And you 
must be Ms. Michaels.”
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“Me? Ms. Michaels?” Her eyes went wide and she laughed nervously. “No, my dear, you 
are quite mistaken. I am Marie Boyle, a nurse aide. Ms. Michaels is busy downstairs at the 
moment. She has a home office. All the time working. But please, come in.”
We stood on a worn Turkish rug in the front hall as my eyes adjusted to the gloomy 
interior light. The house smelled of must and old stone, like the cathedrals I toured in Spain 
during my college year abroad.
“Now that you're here as live-in help, Ms. Michaels has decided she can get along 
without me. This works out well because I'm traveling out of the country for the next month. She 
asked me to say a few words about her mother before I go. I'll be blunt because that's how I am. 
The old woman is quite sick and will likely die soon.” Ms. Boyle stood back and searched my 
face, as though judging my fortitude. “Keep in mind that in these cases, patients sometimes hold 
on, which can be more difficult than death. Life is often stubborn.”
“She suffers from dementia?”
Ms. Boyle offered a solemn nod. “The most important thing is not to rattle her.”
“Rattle her?”
“Startle or irritate her.” She leaned in then and quietly added, “If I were you, I would do 
my best not to rattle either of the Ms. Michaels, mother or daughter. They are rather strange 
pair.”
“In what way?”
She motioned me into the living room, where several more faded rugs overlapped upon 
the floor, and as we took a seat on one of the patterned couches, dust motes rose and glittered in 
a single ray of light that slipped from between the thick curtains.
“Understand that I'm a sensitive sort of person,” she began.
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And?
“And I've worked among the dying for years and years, but in this house . . . let's just say 
that I'm happier leaving than arriving each week.”
“Why? Are they mean to you, Ms. Boyle?”
“No, it's not that. There's just an energy that I sense here, a very strong energy. I don't 
want to upset you, but as I said, I'm a person who tells it like it is.”
“It sounds like you're telling me the house is haunted.” I laughed with more confidence 
than I felt.
“As I said, I'm more sensitive than most. Just take care of yourself.”
“Of course.”
While Ms. Boyle instructed me on the feeding, bathing, and medication regimen of the 
patient, I worried about her warning. I felt out of sorts as I looked around my new home. 
Cathedral ceilings, fixtures of bright brass, several overstuffed chairs covered in a heavy mauve 
fabric printed with some sort of beast—An eagle? A griffon?—and so many worn rugs and 
runners that they covered the floors in mad zigzagged patterns. The house, though grand, carried 
a sense its best days were long over.
I walked with Ms. Boyle back to the front door. As she gathered her things, she said, 
“Remember that it is best to be gentle but firm when the old woman roams in the night. She can 
be terribly stubborn during her times of sundowning.”
“Sundowning?”
“This is when dementia patients confuse night and day. You see, Mrs. Michaels is quite 
reversed. She often naps all the day long, only to come alive in the night. It's a difficult schedule, 
but there is no changing it. A baby you can teach, but not a sick old woman. She is asleep right 
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now and has been since noon. This is the reason her daughter needs live-in help. Whatever it is 
the younger Ms. Michaels does, she works from home and demands quiet. Didn't she tell you 
any of this?”
“She didn't mention it, but I don't sleep well anyway.” This was a lie. I slept soundly and 
liked nothing better than the great peace these unconscious hours brought me. “I'm sure I can 
handle it.”
I did my best to pay attention to Ms. Boyle's instructions and even repeated some of her
phrases, but soon I began to pace about the cavernous room. Classics lined the shelves of 
towering bookcases, and I ran my fingers over some titles, Romola, Aurora Leigh, Wuthering 
Heights, The Awakening. In the fireplace stood several vases of dried flowers, and when I 
touched one, the papery petals came off and fluttered to the floor. Over the mantel hung an oil 
painting of high quality depicting two young women walking arm-in-arm along a forest path.
“Detailed instructions,” Ms. Boyle said, frowning as she handed me a manila folder. I 
was relieved when she finally walked out the door, but she turned back to me with a more 
troubled expression. She touched her forehead, heart, and shoulders in turn, and then her 
forehead, chin, and the center of each cheek. Next, she took up my hand and with her index 
finger drew a small cross on my palm.
I wasn't sure how to react. As a Catholic, I was used to crossing myself, but having a 
near stranger touch me in such a way felt odd.
She gave my hand a hard squeeze. “I wish you every blessing and protection.”
“Thank you.”
Why did her blessing feel like a curse?
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After she left, I took a seat in one of the overstuffed armchairs and waited for my 
employer. Was Ms. Boyle's routine normal up here?
After some time, I heard footsteps coming from underneath the house. I stood up.
A middle-aged woman appeared from a doorway off the kitchen, a vision of contrasting 
colors: her face a startling white, her lips the red of merlot, and her chin-length hair so black it 
shone like bird feathers. She was thoroughly engaged in reading a letter and, for the moment, 
paid me no mind. Dressed in a rather unseasonable long gray tunic, she leaned against the 
doorframe. As she turned her letter over, a silver bangle flashed and slid up her arm. Without 
lifting her eyes, she offered me a languid wave.
“This won't do,” she said aloud. “This simply will not do.” Then she lowered the paper, 
and with a slow grim smile, crumpled it along with its envelope and tossed the mass onto the 
coffee table where it spun in circles along the polished wood.
Now she turned her gaze on me and there were more colors, her eyes a gray so clear and 
light they reflected a tint of lavender. I felt a sudden urge to paint her features. What was it about 
her? She seemed familiar to me, even dear. Had we once known each other, long ago? I 
swallowed down my dry throat, searching for something to say. Finally, I nodded toward the 
crushed letter. “Trouble?”
“The world is full of idiots,” she said in a passion, sweeping the paper to the floor. “I 
hope you're not one of them.”
“No. At least, I try not to be.”




“Well, Emily, I suppose there's no need for an interview as you've already been hired 
and come all this way. I'll just have to hope for the best. Why don't I simply show you around 
the house and let you settle in?” She spread an arm in a lazy arc. “This is my home. You're most 
welcome here, and I hope you'll be comfortable.”
I followed her across the great room, still searching my memory for when we might have 
met or who she reminded me of. We entered the kitchen, which was immaculate, the long 
countertops filled with gleaming appliances: a food processor, two toasters, a coffee grinder, an 
espresso machine, various blenders and presses whose purposes I couldn't identify. The kitchen 
looked quite unused, like a showroom. Just as I was wondering if she expected me to do the 
cooking, she said, “I hope you consider my home, your home. Let me know if there's any special 
foods you would like. I have little appetite myself these days, and my mother eats nothing at all, 
but I enjoy cooking as a pastime, and I would very much like to do so for you.”
The lilt of her voice, the way her fingers trailed the countertop, it was as though I'd been 
here with her before. Was this a simple case of déjá vu? “Thank you. I look forward to it.”
We moved into the dining room, where I trailed her tall frame in a languid path around 
the polished cherrywood table, which was exceptionally long and formally set with fine antique 
dishware. There were twelve place settings.
“Do you entertain often?” I asked.
“Never,” she said. “I'm afraid that I'm a rather solitary soul.” She paused to adjust a tea 
cart in one corner of the room. A single beam of light flashed on the silver tray, and she quickly 
reached for the curtain. “And you? I hope you're not used to entertaining. This is the one area 
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where I'm afraid I have to stand firm. I'll not have young men trooping through my home at all 
hours.”
“Me? I live like a nun.”
Now her lids lowered slightly, and she stood back and studied me as she had earlier, my 
untamable hair, my travel-wrinkled blouse, and soon her gaze fell to my wrist, where I noticed 
too late that my tattoo was visible from beneath my cuff. It was a simple violet that I'd designed 
myself, my only act of teenage rebellion, and it had started the biggest fight I'd ever had with my 
parents. My mother always warned me to cover it, and now I hurried to pull down my sleeve.
“You don't look like a nun.”
I blushed. “I just meant I live a quiet life.”
“And do you live your quiet life alone?”
“I have a fiance.”
“Of course, you do.” She turned a cool gaze on me. “It seems to be life's script. Let's see, 
how does it go? A person is born, they go to school, they find a job, they get married, they have 
children, and at long last, they die. Is this your plan?”
I didn't know how to respond, and so I laughed and then she did, too. In this moment, I 
became aware of a warm understanding blossoming between us, and in a rush, I said, “You seem 
so familiar to me. Have we met somewhere before? Is that possible?”
“Anything's possible.”
“But I would have remembered. Well, maybe it was just a dream.” I regretted the words
even as I formed them. “Sorry, that was a weird thing to say.”
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“It's a plausible theory. We met in a dream.” She turned those gray eyes on me once 
more, and for the span of two heartbeats, I thought she might wrap me in her arms, but she only 
laughed again and said, “Or perhaps a nightmare.”
I had no idea how to respond. I fidgeted, and then said, “Do you have a wifi password?”
“I'm sorry, but we're quite beyond range up here. No calls or texts, no emails, no 
Facebook or any such thing. We no longer even have a landline.”
I gaped. “But how do you manage? Ms. Boyle told me you work from home.”
“My work is simply managing the affairs of family members, who are elderly and quite 
old-fashioned. They prefer to correspond through letter writing. If I need to communicate in a 
more contemporary way, I simply drive into town. I do have a car, and you're free to use it on 
your days off. That's when you can accomplish all of your calling and texting and whatever else 
you do with your device.”
“I really should get word to my fiance soon. I promised to call him as soon as the plane 
landed, but I forgot.”
“You'll find stationery and stamps in your room, leftover from the previous caregiver. I'll 
be happy to mail any letters for you. Now, would you like to see the garden?”
She moved to the windows that ran alongside the massive table and, wincing against the 
late-evening sunlight, parted the damask curtain. I squinted into the backyard, a wild green place 
overgrown with the same poisonous-looking weeds that lined the drive. How strange that the 
flora down the mountain looked brown and dead, but up here the season was more advanced. It 
didn't make sense. The wild greenery was dotted with oversized blooms of obscene color— 
chartreuse, magenta, aubergine—as beautiful as they were ferocious. In the center of this 
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madness rose a chipped and mildewed cement statue of a small child with downcast eyes. The 
cherub clutched a miniature harp to its chest and its knee was raised in a cheerless skip.
“Our previous caregiver so loved this garden.” Ms. Michaels turned a forlorn smile on
me. “Jennifer was her name. You resemble her, you know. She was such a lovely person.”
“What happened with her?”
Ms. Michaels raised one shoulder in a shrug. “She left.”
Now she dug in her pocket and produced a heavy silver pen. “You'll need this, and as I 
said, I'm happy to mail your letters for you tomorrow. Are you ready to go up and meet my 
mother? Afterwards, you can settle into your room.”
There were many steps to her mother's room, which Ms. Michaels referred to as the 
tower because it was at the very top of the house. The staircase was narrow, steep, and winding. I 
was out of breath by the top, and it took a minute for my eyes to adjust to the darkness of the 
room. The air was potent with a sour death-scent.
Ms. Michaels drew closer to where her mother lay in a heavy-looking hospital bed caged 
on all sides by high metal bars. I wondered how on earth they ever moved such a bed up the 
steep tower stairs. The old woman remained still as a corpse, but her eyes were open. For a wild 
moment, I thought she might be dead, but after some time her lips moved and her mouth gaped 
open and shut, then her eyeballs rolled in their sockets and suddenly she was staring directly at 
me. I shuddered and was glad when her lids dropped.
“She's was restless before, but lately she's been calm, mostly sleeping. Last week, Marie
Boyle suggested I lock her up here, but I refuse to make a prisoner of my own mother.”
“Of course not.”
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“I'm afraid I'm going to ask you to sit with her most nights, but not tonight. Since you've 
just arrived, I'll stay up with her. Now why don't I show you to your room to unpack, and then 
you can come down for something to eat?”
My room was just big enough to contain a queen-sized bed, a small writing desk, and a 
comfortable-looking armchair and reading lamp by the window. I peeked out and saw the 
ferocious garden below. I wondered if a leap from this window would kill a person. Then I 
considered the distance from the tower above? But why was I thinking such morbid thoughts? 
That's when I remembered Ms. Boyle's warning about the house. Maybe I was a sensitive kind 
of person, too? Or maybe I was just at the mercy of my own imagination.
“Will this do?”
“Yes, it's great. Thank you.”
As she was turning to leave, I said, “Ms. Michaels—”
“Please, call me Carmen.”
“Okay, Carmen then.” I smiled at her, but suddenly lost my nerve. I hesitated, trying to 
arrange my words so as not to sound crazy.
“If you have something to say, just say it.”
“Is there anything I should know about the house?”
“What do you mean?”
I shouldn't have started this, but Carmen was waiting. “Well, earlier, just before Ms.
Boyle left, she gave me the strangest warning. About the house, I mean.”
Carmen didn't seem surprised. Her gaze grew speculative. “Is that so?”
“Anyway, I was just wondering if there's anything to it. Some story here.”
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“A story?” A grave expression settled over her. “Emily, do you believe in old 
superstitions?”
“Of course not.”
“And so, you're not a religious person?”
“I'm Catholic, but I—”
“Ah hah! So, you do believe such things.” She did not seem pleased, and she gave me 
another searching look. “Then you should understand that Marie Boyle is simply a person moved 
by superstition. You see, my mother and I have been here in this space between life and death for 
such a long time that perhaps it's made Ms. Boyle a bit, well, a bit over-sensitive. Anyway, now 
that you're here, I've discontinued all other care. You shouldn't be inconvenienced again by 
Marie Boyle or her warnings.”
“But I didn't mean to get her in any trouble. It wasn't a big deal.”
“I'm glad you told me. I won't have her in this house. Now please make yourself 
comfortable and join me in the kitchen when you're ready to eat.”
I wasn't sure which was worse, that I ratted somebody out or asked if the house was 
haunted. To get my mind off it, I unpacked, folding my clothes into the heavy dresser and 
arranging my toiletries on top. After, I flung myself onto the bed and thought of Carmen. There 
seemed so much to contemplate. She was a force, for sure, with her direct manner and harsh 
judgment. Poor Marie Boyle! Then I remembered what Carmen said about our meeting in a 
nightmare, and I smiled. How would I paint her? In a dreamscape, surrounded by a fog of black 
and gray, her red lips offering contrast, while all the movement and focus of the painting would 
be there in her eyes. I wondered if I could get her right, all that strange intensity.
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I jumped to my feet and looked out the window to the garden below. Marie Boyle's 
warning came back to me, along with an unsettling feeling. Whatever she thought of Carmen and 
this house, I decided that I would form my own opinion. It was getting late, but the sun was still 
high above the horizon, the sky a powdery blue. I thought of writing Stephen a quick letter but 
decided that could wait. Instead, I took a long shower, filling the bathroom with steam, and then 
put on fresh clothes for dinner.
The meal was quite good, lamb and scalloped potatoes along with a salad of asparagus 
spears. “This is wonderful,” I said. “Aren't you going to eat?”
“I had something earlier, and these days I don't have much appetite. I suppose the strain 
of caring for my mother has taken its toll. I'd be happy to join you for a sundowner, though.”
“A sundowner?”
“A drink. In most parts of the world, sunset cocktails occur at a more reasonable hour.”
“I guess all this sunlight will take some getting used to.”
“Soon we'll have even more. It's exhausting, oppressive. I prefer the dark of winter, 
which is why I chose this place as my home. But as for now, unfortunately we're still gaining 
light.”
“And what happens when we've gained all the light we can?”
“Solstice.”
“And then the sun shines all night?”
“Nearly.”
“Well, I'm looking forward to seeing it, the midnight sun.”
“To each her own, I suppose.”
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We sat in the garden on a small stone bench, and Carmen poured a Cabernet, which she 
assured me was quite good, into oversized yet quite delicate wine glasses.
“The evening has turned chilly here in the shade,” she said. “I don't mind, in fact I like 
cool weather, but will you be alright out here?”
“I'm fine.” I zipped up my hoodie and took a sip of wine. It was smooth and thick, the 
flavor changing several times as it flowed over my tongue. “This is good.”
“A gift from a family member.”
I took another sip. “You said you work for them, your family?”
“I'm afraid it's not terribly interesting. Not nearly as interesting as what you do, art 
history.”
I wondered if she was teasing me, all too often I found myself in the line of a joke, 
especially with those who earned good incomes. “Well, it is fascinating, but there aren't many 
jobs in the field. Majoring in it was not the best decision I ever made.”
“I'm going to have to disagree with you. In fact, I can't imagine a more noble pursuit 
than the study of art through history. I quite admire you.”
All while she spoke, she had her gray eyes trained on me. I felt pinned to the bench. “You 
do?”
“Certainly! What was your focus?”
“Baroque.”
“Baroque? Really?” She blinked, clearly pleased. “I wouldn't have guessed that of you. 
The height of the passions, so dark and violent. Rubens, Rembrandt, Caravaggio. Judith
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Beheading Holofernes. The Massacre of the Innocents. Such old classics. I like old things. A 
very good choice.”
“No money in it.”
“There are more important things than money, don't you think?”
“Yes, but I have to make a living. I have to repay my debt. And there just aren't many 
museum jobs to be had.”
“Maybe rather than turning away and giving up so quickly, you should go all in, further 
your studies if you need to, or think beyond the museum. Tell me, do you paint?”
“I do, but I'm no Caravaggio. It's been awhile since I've picked up a brush.”
“Give me a list and next time I'm in town, I'll buy some supplies. You'll find that caring 
for my mother can be quite dull since she sleeps so much and doesn't speak a word. Painting 
would be a nice way to fill out the hours.” She took up my hand and soon eyed my tattoo. “Did 
you design it?”
I nodded.
“It's lovely. And it suits you so well.”
A wonderful feeling spread from her cold fingers straight to my pounding heart. “Thank 
you.”
She released me. “I hope that you'll be comfortable, but I'm afraid you'll hate the job. 
My mother is, in many ways, beyond anyone's help.”
“Can I ask why you don't just put her somewhere? A home?”
“No,” she said with a gentle shake of her head. “That I would never do. She's a burden, 
but I have come to accept that she's my burden. And if she's a curse, she's very much my curse.” 
Carmen yawned and stretched with a robust languor, then ran her hands through her hair and 
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clasped them at the back of her neck. “I would never abandon my mother, never, and so I'll 
continue to care for her, day after day, forever. Fortunately, I now have you.”
“I hope I can be of help.”
We drained our wine glasses as the evening turned a deeper gray and then midnight blue. 
There were no stars and just a wisp of a white moon that appeared and disappeared in the 
clouded night. I very much enjoyed sitting there with her.
“It's getting late,” she said. “You must be exhausted. It's unfair of me to keep you up like 
this, Emily, but there's something about you that I like. I hope you'll consider me more than an 
employer, but a friend.”
I blushed. “Of course!”
Just then a scream tore through the night. I clutched the bench rail. “What was that?”
“Listen!”
Another scream sounded, and then a chorus of yips and strangled howls echoed across 
the nearby mountains.
“Coyotes,” she said.
“Do they ever come down to the house?”
“Sometimes, but it's rare that you'll see one. I rather like them, their serenade. They 
remind me there's another world not so very far away. Well, let's get you to bed. You'll need 
your rest.”
We returned to the great room, which was lit only by the faint light of the kitchen. At the 
foot of the staircase, she placed her hands on my shoulders and pulled me into a stiff embrace. 
Her hair held a sharp gingery scent that was as enticing as it was familiar to me. She said 
goodnight, looking back at me and smiling as she walked away. I fairly floated up to my room, 
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but by the time I pushed open my door, the thought of Stephen was sinking through me. How 
could it be that I'd only been away from him for twelve hours?
In my room, I searched the heavy drawers of my desk until I found the stationery set, 
which was pink and quite fussy with long looping flowers along the edges. I searched for a pen 
and then remembered the one Carmen had given me, which was still in my pocket. It was heavy 
in my hand as I wrote, Dear Stephen. I sat for some time, running my fingers over the silver pen, 
thinking of what else to say. Finally, I scrawled, I arrived at the house, and I'm settling in okay. 
The place is—I searched for the word—intense. Also, it's out of cell range, so I'll have to call 
you when I head to town on my day off next week. I'm sorry! I had no idea I'd be so isolated. I 
miss you! I love you!
I read it over, and then crumpled it in my fist. It might have been fine for a text message, 
but what a stupid letter. How could I send just a few sentences via snail mail? It was so short, 
there was no real feeling or description, and he wouldn't even get it for days. But then, I had to 
send something so that he would know I tried. I copied the words onto a new sheet, folded the 
paper carefully, and slipped it into its matching pink envelope—it was all so terrible—and then I 
saw that the stamps were each worth only fifteen cents. They were old, which I gathered from 
their tiny decorative print commemorating the 1980 Olympics. Would the postal service still 
accept them? And if so, how many would I need to send a letter? I licked several and plastered 
them onto the envelope. I would have to ask Carmen tomorrow.
I lay in bed with my eyes wide open, the bitter taste of glue still on my tongue. The 
shrieks of coyotes made sleep difficult. At some point, I dropped off and had a strange dream. 
Carmen in her garden, snow falling all around her, big white flakes covering the cherub statue 
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and weighing down the great leafy weeds. Carmen was weeping like a child, unashamed, just 
letting the tears run freely down her face, and then she reached out to me, touched a hand to my 
throat, her cold, cold fingers. She whispered so close I felt her lips move against my ear. I 
couldn't make out her words, but only a hissing like steam before the kettle whistles. Desire 
consumed me, and I clutched her in a fierce embrace.
I awoke to find it wasn't Carmen wrapped around me, but rather my silk sheets. As I 
blinked in the dark, my stomach seized and acid burned into my mouth. I dragged myself from 
the bed—weak now, my head whirling—and stumbled down the long dark hallway to the 
bathroom where a foul stream shot up my throat. I felt like I was on fire, and so I tore off my 
nightshirt, retching over and over. I prayed aloud. “Dear God! Dear, dear God!” Another retch. 
Was this blood? Had I torn my organs. Was I throwing up my own body? And then it was only 
my mother I wanted. I choked on her name. Was this what it was to die?
The door swung open, but it was not God or my mother whom I'd conjured. It was 
Carmen. She stood over me, the hall light like a halo around her shadowy form. I moaned at her 
feet, writhing in pain. She knelt and pressed an icy hand to my forehead, then wrapped a towel 
about my shoulders.
“I've seen this before in others,” she murmured. “The illness.”
Soon I had recovered enough to sit up, and she held a cup to my lips, telling me to rinse 
my mouth but not to swallow. She helped me back to bed, wiping a cool cloth all over my face 
and neck, before folding it on my forehead.
Terrified she would leave, I grabbed her hand and clung to it like I was drowning. “I'm 
dying! I think I'm dying!”
She leaned close and whispered, “But you've always been dying.”
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When I next opened my eyes, a buttery sunlight streamed through the open window, 
warm on my skin. I felt fine, quite fine, light and free, without a trace of the night's ordeal. The 
stately brass clock on the nightstand read three o'clock. Impossible! Had I really slept so late?
I pulled myself from the bed and followed the ornate runner down the hall to the 
bathroom, quite a different experience from the night before. The floor and fixtures sparkled, 
immaculate, and I began to wonder whether I had been sick at all. Had it been just a nightmare?
I studied myself in the silver mirror above the sink. My face showed no sign of illness.
I'd never considered myself beautiful—I was intelligent and kind, but beautiful, no—but now 
there I was, a lusty fullness to my lips and cheeks, and my eyelids, which I'd always felt too 
heavy, held a sultry allure. Their wet black lashes fringed brown eyes that I'd only yesterday 
considered unexceptional, but now I saw a thousand flecks of amber and coal and bright gold. 
Even my wild curls, always a curse, outlined my cheek in a flattering way. I ran my fingertips all 
along my skin, growing wary as I pressed the soft curve under my chin, where I felt a dull ache. 
Then I saw it, the small bruise shaped like an angel's kiss.
Nobody was moving about the house, and I was relieved to see Carmen's car gone from 
the drive. I was embarrassed by how ill I'd been, and I wasn't sure how I would face her again. 
And yet, another part of me wanted nothing more than to be in her presence.
I knew I shouldn't dwell on these feelings. There had been a few other women who had 
captured my attention in this way. I brought it up in confession once, and the priest reminded me 
that thoughts are as dangerous and as sinful as actions. I knew he was right. Thoughts were 
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powerful, and they could lead to actions. Still, I wondered what Carmen thought of me, or if she 
thought about me at all.
Remembering my job, I crept up the winding tower stairs to check on Mrs. Michaels. She 
lay motionless, looking rather entombed in her hospital bed. The metal bars raised to their full 
height and piles of blankets and afghans buried her. I went back downstairs, where I toasted 
bread and cracked two eggs into a bowl, then two more, as I realized I was famished. I drank 
glass after glass of grapefruit juice, and once I'd eaten, I felt I could prepare the same meal again 
and again and never be full.
Soon I heard a car on the mountain road. Peering out the great room window, I saw two 
cars approaching far below, and I watched their slow progress up and up until they finally turned 
into the drive. Carmen appeared from one, and an old man, a priest, slowly heaved himself from 
the other. An oversized wooden crucifix swung from a loop around his neck. I wondered if 
perhaps the old woman had taken a turn for the worse in the night, and then I worried maybe 
she'd already left this world. She hadn't moved at all when I checked on her.
Carmen did not look pleased with the priest lumbering up the drive behind her. I cracked 
open the window.
“Have you followed me here? You know you're not welcome,” she called to him, 
standing with her hands on her hips and blocking his way. “Whatever it is you're peddling, we 
don't want any.”
“I'm here to visit with your mother. Marie Boyle contacted me before she left town and 
explained that things are quite dire.”
“Marie Boyle has no authority here. My mother is not interested in your games, and 
neither am I.”
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“Shouldn't we ask her? I think especially now—”
Suddenly, Carmen changed course. She moved toward him and, placing a hand over the 
cross at his chest, said something that I could not hear.
“Power of attorney?” the priest said. “And what does that matter in God's kingdom?”
She laughed and bent close to say more.
Now he reared back with an expression of horror. He shook his head and began a psalm 
of David. “The Lord is my shepherd. I shall not want.”
“Goodbye!” Carmen shouted as she turned toward the house. She saw me, and like a 
child, I ducked behind the curtain.
She slammed the front door so hard that the house shook, and then she stood quietly for a 
moment with her eyes shut. When she opened them, she turned a bright smile on me.
“You look quite recovered.” She threw her bag on the ottoman. “Lovely, in fact.”
“Thank you. And thank you for taking care of me. I'm sorry I was so sick. I'm feeling 
sort of embarrassed—”
“I was happy to help you.” She drew close and gave me a searching look, then she 
grasped my shoulders. “I'm just so glad to see you've made it through. And I should be thanking 
you for being here and putting me in a better mood than I was in a minute ago.”
“The priest?”
“He's only after her money.”
“Maybe he's trying to help?”
“There's a ‘no soliciting' sign on the door, and I expect the diocese, like any other vendor 
or beggar, to respect it.” She collapsed on the long sofa and stretched, staring into the lofty 
ceiling. “There's no group I hate quite like the Catholics.”
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This hurt. “I take it you're not of any faith?”
“Oh, I have a great deal of faith. Just not in their silly superstitions.”
“Faith in what then?”
She rested her head on couch-back, studying me from the corner of her eye. “Worms.” 
“Worms?”
“You can depend on worms. There is ample evidence of their existence, and you can be 
quite certain that when you die, they will be there to receive you.” She crossed her ankles and 
clasped her hands behind her head. “And unlike the Catholics, it's not your money the worms are 
after.”
“That's a bit harsh.” I had to say something. Now I was not only hurt, I was getting 
offended. “I suppose I should tell you that I'm Catholic, and though I don't make a big deal 
about it, it's what I am. There's actually a lot of wonderful things about Catholicism.”
“Yes? Such as?”
“I like the values I was raised with.”
“Ah, Catholic values. And which is it that you admire most? Child rape perhaps?”
This was too much. I'd grown up in a community of Catholic peace activists. They were 
among the very best people I had ever known, especially the priests and nuns. They were 
community-minded and humble, ever kind. Theirs was a message of simple love.
“Forgiveness,” I said loudly. “I like the value of forgiveness.”
“It's what I most hate about them.”
“But why?”
“Because who are they to forgive me?”
I took a seat next to her. “But don't you see it's God who forgives?”
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She laughed, but quickly sobered when she saw my shocked expression. “I'm sorry. I 
mean no disrespect to you. Your sincerity is really quite moving, but I'm afraid you'll never 
change my mind on the matter.” She tossed her hair back. “And now I've grown tired of this 
conversation.”
Something about me caught her attention just then. She gently touched my throat. I 
became aware of my own racing pulse, afraid she would feel it.
“You're sure that you're quite recovered from last night?”
“Yes, I feel fine.”
“Do you think you have the strength to sit up with my mother tonight?”
“Of course.”
Near midnight, the old woman came to life. She turned her head back and forth on the 
pillow, her eyelids fluttering as she moaned a low, sorrowful note. After some time, her eyes 
opened wide and she looked at me with a dazed expression.
“Hello, I'm Emily. Your daughter hired me to look after you.”
Her eyes began to swim in confusion.
“Are you feeling alright? Do you need anything?” I asked. “Maybe a glass of water?”
She sat up, and soon she was attempting to climb over the bars.
“No, no,” I said. Recalling what Ms. Boyle told me about sundowning and being firm, I 
gently peeled the old woman's hands from around the bars and tucked her back under the 
blankets.
The old woman tried to escape several more times before she finally fell back asleep.
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This became the pattern of my nights with Mrs. Michaels. She lay in her coma except for 
some time around midnight, an hour I'd begun to think of as the witching hour, when she would 
grow difficult. The rest of the time I spent peacefully reading or sketching in my journal with the 
silver pen. I filled page after page with images of Carmen. Her features, so familiar and pleasing, 
also held some mysterious quality that I wanted to capture but never could. And so I would turn 
the page and try again.
Carmen herself only appeared at certain times, in the evening before my shift and again 
in the very early morning. The car was usually in the driveway, so I knew Carmen must have 
been in her suite of rooms under the house. I was disappointed by how rarely she emerged. 
Throughout my long hours alone, I would think up many things I wanted to say to her, and yet 
when we did meet, they slipped my mind.
True to her word, Carmen did cook for me, and often the meals were quite elaborate, 
several courses worth of complicated productions—beef Wellington, braised duck with 
homemade fig ravioli, fresh pierogi, salmon coated in bearnaise sauce—but she often just rang a 
bell to alert me and then disappeared below the house. The meals came at irregular hours. 
Sometimes the dinner bell chimed at six, sometimes eleven, while breakfast might come 
anywhere between three and eight in the morning. It was as though she gave no thought to time 
or appetite, but simply the production of the meal.
What a strange place! Ms. Boyle was right.
One night, Carmen hovered about me as I ate. She continually drifted between the dining 
room and kitchen but refused to join me. I was nervous in her presence, and now I worried that 
she found me dull. And yet after the meal, she invited me for another sundowner in the back 
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garden. We sat side-by-side on the old slatted bench, and now that she had nothing to do but 
converse with me, I was more uncomfortable than ever. Her full attention was too much to bear.
I began to tell her stories I'd learned in my classes: how Rembrandt's “The Night Watch” 
suffered so many attacks that the museum installed a trapdoor beneath the painting; that 
Caravaggio once murdered a pimp in a duel; how a jealous Bernini had paid a servant to slash 
his lover's face. I was breathless with information.
Carmen listened calmly, sighing at appropriate moments, but after a while I could tell she 
was distracted and not really listening. I willed myself quiet and for a while we watched the 
purpling sky, and this is when I noticed how odd the sun looked, so strange that at first I took it 
for the full moon. A low orange-red globe, it was both burning and muted at once, and I found I 
could look directly into it without seeing spots.
“It's an effect from a wildfire,” she said. “Smoke nearly blotting out the sun.”
“How did I not notice? I guess I got carried away with my mayhem and violence.”
“I wonder,” she said quietly, “if you've ever experienced such things in your own life.”
“Me?” I turned to face her. “No, luckily, no.”
She nodded. “That's wonderful. And so your mother, your father? You're close to them?”
“Yes, sure. I live not far from where I grew up. We go to mass together every Sunday. I 
guess my parents are pretty traditional.”
“Strict?”
“I suppose.” I took a sip of my wine, wondering what they would think of Carmen. But 
immediately I knew. They wouldn't like her, not at all. “But you know, they're also really cool 
in a lot of ways. They met at an anti-war rally.”
“And which war would that be? There have been so many.”
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“The Iraq War. The first one.”
“Then you are a child of the peaceful.”
“I am.”
“That is lucky.”
She surprised me then by laying her head on my shoulder, and I stayed quite still, unsure 
what she expected me to do. I took shallow breaths as if a bird or butterfly had settled on my 
body and any movement might break the spell and scare her away.
We stayed like that for some time, until the odd red sun finally sank far out beyond the 
city and beyond the sea, and then she wrapped me in her arms and kissed me. It was a rather 
brutal and thrilling kiss, not at all like I expected from a woman. I surprised myself by 
responding with an equal passion. That's when I dropped my wine glass, shattering it on the 
stone patio.
“I'll get that,” she said.
As she picked up the shards and placed them on the low table, my mind raced to 
understand what was happening. How did I feel? What did it mean? What would come next?
She turned her eyes on me then, and I decided that I could sort everything out later, 
reminding myself that God forgives all.
I reached for her hand and noticed a thick line of blood running to her wrist.
“You've cut yourself.”
She produced a lace handkerchief from her pocket and held it to the wound. “I don't feel 
a thing.”
“Really?”
“I can't experience pain.”
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“But how could that be?”
She shrugged, staying quiet.
“You don't feel anything at all?”
“Pleasure,” she said, removing the blood-soaked kerchief and flexing her injured hand. 
“Only pleasure.”
I thought about our earlier conversation, when she alluded to her difficult childhood, and 
thought perhaps this was a reaction to trauma.
She reached for me. “Go ahead and take my hand. You won't hurt me.”
I studied her palm. There was no wound, just a small white curve of a scar. I gently ran 
my fingers over it, looking up in surprise.
She laughed, then pulled me roughly from the bench.
“But how can it be?”
In response, she kissed my throat.
We retreated into the house and up the stairs to my room, where she backed me onto the 
bed with a push. When she lay down beside me, though, her movements slowed, her kisses 
became contemplative, tentative even. I tore my shirt over my head and threw it across the room, 
deciding if I was going to sin, I might as well go big, but she was in no such rush and remained 
fully clothed. As I kissed her, an agony came over me. She was such a mystery. How I hated the 
unbearable distance between us, even the slight millimeter of linen barring her skin from mine. I 
wanted to know everything about her, to possess her fully, to consume her, but when I tried to 
touch her, she pinned my hands above my head. It took all my strength to overcome her, and 
when at last I did, I wasn't quite sure how to proceed. But then I considered that her body was 
similar to my own, and that I could simply apply the golden rule, doing unto her all the things I 
108
would like done unto me. I slid my fingers inside her, and soon she became transformed, holding 
nothing back. I felt caught up in a maelstrom, and time slid away.
Later, I lay against her, breathing hard, filled with equal parts joy and disbelief that this 
had actually happened. I decided to push away any feeling of guilt—there would be plenty of 
time for that tomorrow. Now, I just wanted to be happy. This moment had been a long time 
coming, a lifetime, and I refused to ruin it.
When I had cooled somewhat, she held me in her arms and said, “Would you like me to 
do something more to you? Something strange?”
Stephen and I had only begun sleeping together once we were engaged, and he'd always 
gone right to sleep after. These really were different rules. “Absolutely.”
This brought a smile to her lips, her red lips, and once again I imagined them in a 
painting. What mix of color would capture their exact hue? Red, brown, and blue, I thought, as 
she tipped my chin and slowly licked my throat, and then all in a rush she bit me. The pain was 
intense but fleeting. As she sucked the wound, it began to throb and fill me with pleasure. Soon a 
deep flood of intimacy, of life itself, flowed between us.
When she had taken her fill, I was drowsy, already going under, but my mind churned 
with questions. Before I could stop myself, I asked, “Carmen, what are you?”
“Nothing but myself.”
“But, aren't you—?”
“I'm only me, Carmen,” she cut in. “There's no other name.”
I pressed my cheek against her shoulder, afraid I'd offended her. “Will you sleep here?”
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“I don't sleep, but I would like to lie here next to you. I find it soothing, watching people 
sleep, their heavy breathing and small movements, how their eyes roll behind their closed lids. 
It's so strange and beautiful.”
“But how do you manage without sleep?”
“Darkness is enough. It restores me.”
“You must have a hard time up here in summer.”
“I do.”
“Why do you stay?”
“For my mother. I stay for her. We're weakened now, both of us, but our strength returns 
in winter.”
Every night following, just as the northern sky turned from black to gray and her mother 
fell back into her coma, Carmen appeared at my bedroom door. There always came an ecstasy 
followed by her bite. Soon it was her bite that I most anticipated, that brought me the most 
pleasure.
Strangely, I didn't experience remorse, and I felt no need to tell Stephen or my parents or 
a priest. It was as if none of them existed. My only emotion was joy. On my fifth dawn with 
Carmen, I confessed my love to her, but she turned a rather disappointed look on me. I thought I 
understood. The common little word failed to capture how things were between us. So I said I 
would like to paint her portrait, which cheered her.
“Will you pose for me?”
“Never.”
“How can I paint your portrait if you won't pose?”
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“You'll just have to rely on your memory.” She tapped my forehead, and then slid her 
hand down my throat to my chest, to the place my heart pulsed. “And your imagination.”
All day, each day, I thought of Carmen. I cursed the lengthening hours of daylight 
because she was never around during these times, and I waited impatiently for darkness. Painting 
helped to ease my suffering, as did sitting in the garden and taking in the mountain views. I'd 
formed a soothing new habit of stroking the wounds and bruises along my throat. I also found 
solace in sleep, as Carmen always came to me in my dreams.
Weeks went by, and I had yet to take a day off and drive into town. I knew I should call 
Stephen and my folks since I'd only sent them a couple letters early on, but after all that had 
happened, I couldn't bear the thought of talking to them. Stephen would be heartbroken, and my 
parents betrayed. They would not only blame me, but themselves. I was sure that my mother 
would go right down to the church and light a candle for me, as though I'd died.
It was only after Carmen insisted that I have a break that I headed down the mountain. I 
wasn't looking forward to leaving her. Although I rarely saw her during the day, just knowing 
she was there in her study, right under my feet, was both a thrill and a solace.
On the day I was to leave, I woke to see that I was alone; she had already gotten up. I 
opened the window, as was my habit, and far in the distance, a dark plume filled the sky. Soon I 
detected the thick scent of smoke in the air.
Carmen was reading at the breakfast table, and she lowered the newspaper to tell me that 
the wildfire had made its way closer to the city. “We're not at risk, so don't be alarmed, but as 
the winds shift, we'll have to deal with the smoke. Let me know if it bothers you and we can shut 
up the house.”
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“I don't mind it. I've already opened my window.” I glanced at the headlines on the table 
before her, reading them upside down. “Women have gone missing?”
She folded the paper quickly. “This is a city, after all.”
“But four in a month?” I continued. “That's crazy! Even for a big city. No doubt they've 
been raped and murdered by some lunatic.”
She lifted a shoulder in a slight shrug. “Maybe not.”
“What do you mean, maybe not? Of course, they've been raped and murdered. That's 
always the case.”
“Maybe they've simply left.”
“Left?”
“Yes. Gone away.”
“What do you mean?”
“Perhaps they were unhappy here in this place, and so they went away.”
I laughed. What a crazy theory. “No, just wait. It's only a matter of time before they find 
the bodies, in ditches or trunks or buried in some nut's backyard.”
Again, she shrugged. Her graceful hands swept up a bit of her black hair and clipped it 
away from her face, and all the while, she avoided my gaze. Was she suppressing a smile?
A wary feeling spread through me. I held a palm to my ravaged throat and whispered, 
“Do you know something about these women?”
She rose from her chair and busied herself by dishing eggs onto my plate. “All I know is 
that you better eat before your food gets cold. Today is your day off. You need to keep up your 
energy.”
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I stared, dumbfounded. What did I really know about her? Who was she? What was she 
capable of? We'd had many conversations, but always she turned the focus on me, asking 
question after question. I told her everything about myself, but what did I know of her? She was 
a person hiding behind a mirror, a mirror that she constantly held up to me. I wasn't getting to 
know her any better, only seeing new reflections of myself. Who was she? What was she?
Just then, she came around the table and held me in such a tender embrace. A sense of 
well-being spread through me, and with it, my fear dissolved. Whatever she was, I knew she 
would never hurt another person. It was impossible.
After I parked downtown, I worked up the courage to make my calls. Home seemed so 
far away, in time and place. All the events of my former life had happened to a character in a 
book I'd read once long ago. What a horror I was! I knew everyone must be concerned about me. 
I had to call, and I decided to start with Stephen. As soon as I hit his number, though, I pressed 
end. I didn't want to hear his voice, have him hear mine. It was too intimate. And how on earth 
could I explain myself? Explain Carmen?
I decided to simply text him that I was fine, just very busy, and that I hoped he was 
happy. He shot back an immediate reply that he was going to facetime me, and soon his grinning 
image appeared as my phone rang. I waited out the chimes, not moving until they stopped, then I 
flipped open the glove compartment and tossed my phone in.
What was wrong with me? I turned my cheek against the seatback. It held the gingery 
scent of Carmen's hair.
I spent an hour walking along the gray mudflats, listening to the shrieks of gulls, and later 
I ate a dry turkey sandwich at a cafe. I stopped into a few shops that sold identical merchandise, 
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made-in-China trinkets—tiny state flags and bags of fool's gold and stuffed bears—and finally I 
returned to the car, where I rested my forehead against the steering wheel and cried for a long 
time. When my tears stopped, it was only two o'clock and I didn't know what else to do. I 
headed back up the mountain.
I found Carmen in the shadows of her garden, looking tired but clearly pleased to see me.
“You've returned?”
“There wasn't a whole lot to do.”
She smiled. “I'm just so happy you've come back to me.”
“Were you afraid that I was going to steal your car and run away?”
“I don't think in those terms. You were here and then you weren't and now once again 
you are, and I'm glad.”
A week went by, then another, and it was daylight nearly all the time. The smoke-blotted 
sun confused me, and at times I mistook it for the moon. The sky was often so dense with haze 
that I couldn't locate the sun. Was it rising or setting? Gray twilight reigned over all hours, and I 
lost my sense of time.
I feared Carmen was falling ill. She spent far more time in her study under the house, and 
there were early mornings when she failed to appear in my bedroom. She stopped preparing 
meals for me. Sometimes in the dusk of midnight when her mother raged in the tower, Carmen 
would appear quietly in the shadows at the base of the stairway and grab my hand as I passed. 
She would lead me out to the garden and make hurried love to me, lingering only over the bite.
I saw more of Carmen in my dreams than in real life. In some, she whispered consoling 
words as I wept; in others she kissed me in her brutal way before her bite tore into my throat.
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Always, the two of us were naked in the wilds of her garden, entwined with one another, arms, 
legs, tongues, making love not just with each other, but also with the ferocious weeds, their 
thorns and brambles stabbing and burrowing into our skin. Sometimes snow fell around us, 
sometimes smoke plumed in the distance, but after each dream I woke half-crazed with the 
thrilling feeling of life, of lust, burning through me.
Still Carmen remained a mystery. I understood nothing about her, the one hiding behind 
the mirror, and yet I learned much about myself through these reflections that she controlled: 
what gave me pleasure, what inspired me, what I was capable of.
I often took up the silver pen and sketched Carmen on white canvass, her face, her body, 
her garden, and sometimes even the granite crags above her home. Then I would spend hours 
mixing my colors and entire days painting her. I wasn't getting enough sleep, and yet I never felt 
tired. When I ran out of canvas, I painted over my images in crazy textured layers that crested 
and dripped and clashed in wild collage. I could not stop. I filled the house with my imaginings.
Solstice drew near. Carmen's mother was disintegrating before my eyes. She was so pale, 
her lips a blue-death color. She reeked of chemicals and rot, with patches of her flaking scalp 
show through her sparse white hair. Now the sponge baths I performed took off layers of her 
skin, no matter how gentle I was, no matter how much lotion I used. Perhaps her worsening 
condition was due to the wildfires. The white-gray plume of smoke that had risen over the distant 
mountains now blotted out the close peaks, and the sour scent of smoke and death hung heavy in 
the tower air.
I hooked her up to the oxygen tank for several hours each night. The machine purred in 
the corner, pumping air through a long plastic tube into her nostrils. I had no doubt that she 
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would soon die. And yet at the darkest hour of each night, still she struggled awake. Her eyes 
rolled in confusion as she tried to escape, clawing at my shirt and really struggling against me. 
I'd heard of this sort of behavior in dementia patients. I was shocked at the strength left in her. 
Who knew what ghosts she was fighting?
One night in the wee hours when the sky gloomed the color of a thundercloud, the old 
woman lay like a cadaver in her tomb. I sat in a chair by her side, nodding off, but was jerked 
awake by her voice. Her moans had given way to a semi-intelligible repetition. Was it Spanish? 
French? Italian? No, it was Latin; I was sure of it.
I had never heard her talk, and I was breathless with wonder. “Is that Latin you're 
speaking?”
Her gummy lips stretched into a smile, and she spoke again.
“I'm sorry, I want to understand you, but I can't.”
Her eyes filled with tears, and she reached for my hand and pressed it to her withered 
cheek again and again. I was quite moved. A Latin phrase popped into my mind, and so I gave it 
a try. “Cogito, ergo sum.”
“Ergo sum.”
I was thrilled. It was our first communication. But just then, a ray of light shone through 
the cracked damask curtain. The old woman's pupils shot to pinpoints, and she fell back into her 
coma.
In the chilly early mornings, I sometimes built a fire in the great room. I was afraid that I 
was falling sick like the others. When I looked in the bathroom mirror, my face appeared 
feverish, lit from within, and starved, but my body felt strong, my limbs rangy as I paced about 
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the house, an overabundance of vigor fueling my search for Carmen, or signs of Carmen, perhaps 
a book she'd recently laid down or a jacket she'd tossed onto the loveseat. Was I going crazy? I 
felt as if pure life churned through my veins, but that such potency was too much, that all this 
energy held a corrosive element that threatened to combust, to engulf me in flames. Yet there 
was no denying that I enjoyed my ragged state. I didn't want to lose my heightened senses, my 
inspiration. I had come to the decision that I would not be returning home.
It was time to write to Stephen and my parents, to plead forgiveness for this sudden 
change of heart, or better said, this revelation of who I was. With the silver pen poised over my 
pad of stationary, I tried to think of a way to explain myself, but with what words could I beg 
their understanding? Who was I kidding? Theirs was a hard line, and it had always been so. Love 
the sinner, hate the sin. All my life they had drilled this into me. They would never comprehend 
how deeply hurtful it was.
I thought of the missing women, the ones who had simply left. I tore off a flowery sheet 
of stationary and wrote one single word: Carmen. I folded it into the matching envelope, licked a 
stamp, pressed it to the corner, and then I tossed it into the fire.
Soon I heard a metallic rapping that took me a moment to identify. The brass door 
knocker. Since I'd arrived, the only visitor had been the unfortunate priest. I waited a minute to 
see if Carmen would emerge from her study, and then I swung open the heavy door. Marie Boyle 
stood before me.
“My God!” she said. “What have they done to you?”
“I'm fine. They've treated me well.”
117
“But look at you, girl.” She held a hand to my forehead, her eyes dropping to my neck. I 
moved a hand to cover my wounds, but she pulled it away. “I knew it! I had a feeling about this 
house! You have a fever, and yes, clearly their mark is upon you.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Those who walk among us.”
She peered around me to view into the house, and I found myself blocking her. “What do 
you want?”
“I want you to please come with me now. Leave your things, just follow me away from 
this awful place. Quickly now.”
“No thank you.” My heart began to drum in my chest. I was afraid, and yet why? Who 
was this Maria Boyle to make me do anything? “I'm quite happy here, and your services are not 
needed.”
“But you may already be infected.”
“I'm sorry, but you're mistaken. Now I'm going to have to ask you to leave. Goodbye.”
I tried to shut the door, but she pushed back against it. “You must fall on your knees and 
ask forgiveness from the Lord God above.”
“For what? What have I done?”
“You well know the answer to this.”
I labored against the door and at last locked her out. No sooner had I done so than a 
shadow spread over me, and there was Carmen.
She staggered into the room. Her face, even her lips, were pale, her eyes underscored by 




“But you look terrible. Is it Maria Boyle? Has she upset you? Don't worry, I've sent her 
away.”
“She'll be back. They always find us. They're relentless.” Carmen put two fingers to her 
brow. “Marie Boyle will return by tonight.”
“And we'll send her away again.”
Carmen sank into the loveseat, and I knelt at her feet. She turned a mournful eye on me. 
“Emily, what is this bleakness? Can you explain it?”
I stroked her lovely cheek. “What do you mean?”
“Like tentacles wrapping and latching. What is this bleakness in me?”
“Are you thinking of your mother?”
She looked to the painting above the fireplace and said nothing.
I pressed her hand. “What you're feeling is grief.”
“Grief?”
“Your mother is going to die, and you're sad, already missing her.”
“It's just the season acting upon her.”
“She's dying, Carmen, and soon she'll be gone.” I took a firm hold of her shoulders. She 
tried to push me away, but I clung to her. “And you will continue to feel this bleakness for the 
rest of your life. Eventually, though, other feelings will grow around it like weeds, and in this 
way, you'll carry on.”
“You're wrong!” Now Carmen stood in a passion. “Do you really think I would allow a 
staking? Marie Boyle can bring her army, but they'll not touch my mother.”
“A staking?”
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“How is it that you understand so little of me, of who I am and how I live?”
“You've told me next to nothing.”
“Emily, it's not my mother whose dying. It's you.”
“Me?”
She took my chin gently in her palm. “You.”
I felt a flash of pain followed by a shimmering ecstasy, her bite.
I lost consciousness, and when I awoke, I was alone. The shades were drawn against the 
bright gray sky, but the window was open. The scent of smoke filled the air. I peered from the 
between the curtains, and there was the burning red moon-sun.
Was it already rising?
My fingertips gingerly searched the wound at my neck, and I wanted only Carmen.
I heard car wheels spitting gravel in the drive. Concealing myself, I watched Marie Boyle 
emerge from her dusty white Civic. Another car soon followed and came to rest next to hers, the 
gleaming old black Buick that belonged to the priest. Yes, that was him behind the wheel. Far 
below the drive, a police van appeared, its sirens silent but the blue lights flashing.
“Carmen!” I called. Where was she? “Carmen!”
The priest lumbered from his car. The great cross around his neck was not made of wood, 
but glinting silver. He opened the car's backdoor and produced a large stake whittled to a point at 
one end.
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I raced up the stairs to the tower, gulping air, lightheaded. Bursting into the room, I 
reached over the steel bars of the bed and yanked back the sheets, but the old woman was gone. I 
stood for a moment, catching my breath, and then I screamed once again, “Carmen!”
Pounding sounded at the front door. I felt it in the floorboards; it shook the whole house. 
I looked out the window, but there was no movement except a pair of ravens roosting on a 
nearby birch branch. They took flight, soaring across the smoke-filled sky.
“Carmen!”
Now came the sound of broken glass. They were coming through the windows, these 
hunters, and soon they would be here.
I imagined them charging up the crooked tower stairs, splintering the locked door, 
rushing in with their stake and silver cross, only to find that Carmen and her mother had already 
left, disappeared, gone safely away. I would be the one they found. I would be the one they 
saved. And then I laid a hand on my torn throat and thought, I would be the one they staked.
Heaving up the old window frame, I stood back and gathered my courage. A thick scent 
of smoke poured in and the red harvest moon-sun glowed above. I thought of the home I had left, 
of Stephen and my parents, how they would assume the worst, how they would frantically search 
for a body that would never be found. They would have no closure. There would be no burial, no 
last goodbye.
But there will be grief, I thought. Theirs and mine.
I hoped what I told Carmen was true, that other feelings would grow up like weeds 
around our memories. I pulled myself up to the thin window ledge and from this vantage point, a 
new world of beautiful peaks appeared beyond the cragged tip of Carmen's mountain. Just one 
more step. Already I heard the splintering of the tower door. Already the hunger was upon me.
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WOLF IN MY NIGHTGOWN
You have heard that I am ill, and now you fear that I am dead. Granddaughter, I assure 
you that neither is true. I am well, quite well, perhaps even too well, which might be a problem 
for some, but not for me. I will tell you what happened, but please understand that this is not a 
fairytale. It is a true story—my story—and you will either believe me or not. My part is simply in 
the telling.
In January, the coldest month when the sun does not rise above the mountain, I lived in 
shadow all day long, but at night there rose a great round yellow moon. Such a moon comes each 
month, no matter the season, no matter the cold. I am old, Granddaughter, but still such a moon 
comes. One evening a shock of golden moonlight spilled through my bedroom window and lay 
tingling upon my old skin like a new skin.
My cottage sits on the edge of a vast wilderness, and I often hear the screams of coyotes 
in the night. But now came a deeper and more beautiful chorus. Wolves.
Granddaughter, do you believe that wolves speak to little girls in the dark woods?
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Indeed, they do. Sometimes in whisper, sometimes in song. On this night of yellow 
moonlight, they sang to me—me!—an old woman who was once a girl.
Wolves called, and I threw open the window and answered. I chose to sing.
First came a stirring in my blood. A quickening. And then the flutter of new life spread 
its lusty ache, like the budding of adolescent breasts, like the stretch of a full womb.
I am old, Granddaughter, and I've experienced many such bodily changes, but my 
wolfing was the very first of my own choosing.
My ears grew big and velvety, and they rose like parsnip stalks, stiffening and twitching 
to every night noise. My nails thickened and sprouted to deadly points. A new set of teeth ground 
gleaming from my bloodied gums. Coarse hairs erupted in my most barren places.
And then came hunger.
Granddaughter, does loneliness ever press upon your heart?
Such was my hunger.
I blinked my big eyes and gazed from my own furred body to the one that lay beside me, 
murmuring and turning in his sleep. Who was he, this old man? I crouched upon him and sniffed 
his pulsing throat. Were we once married? I moved my snout up and down his body, following 
each scent line: whiskey, blood, and metal. My lip curled, for it was my own blood I sensed on 
his split red knuckle. Then I spied the axe at his bedside, and in fragments and flashes, he came 
to me, my once-husband: The woodsman!
I reared and snarled and snapped my teeth. The bleary eyes of the woodsman flew open, 
and for once it was he who feared me! He clutched his axe, but I bit it in two. He tried to stand, 
but my paws had him pinned. He yelled for an old spotted hound chained in the yard, but the 
mutt could only rage and strangle on his tether. Words erupted from me then. Swallowed words
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of a swallowed woman bellowed up and out of my wolf-mouth: No more! No more! My fangs 
slashed this way and that, and in a great spray of foul blood the master was no more—and a poor 
feast for wolf or woman.
At long last, I loped free in the bright night, on two and then four paws, past darkened 
houses and into the woods.
The woods! Have you like me been warned against them, Granddaughter? Have you ever 
wondered why?
My pads did not burn on the icy trail, nor did the deep cold pierce my thickening fur. I 
thrilled to my sharpened senses. A chalky stench of last autumn's leaves heaved from deep under 
the snowpack, and there was salt in the wind. In the deepest, darkest forest, I heard the ticking of 
a thousand tiny hearts. Here and now, they called to me. Here and now.
All the while, wolfsong lifted me, a rising crescendo, up and up. High in the mountains 
and higher. This is where I found them, my timid pack, far from cottage row and well above the 
alders, floating spiritlike among crags of rock and ice. In the company of wolves my hunger was 
sated.
Granddaughter, I've returned to this blood-soaked featherbed for you alone, so that you 
could hear my account of the story. Now dry your eyes and take heart, for there is no reason to 
mourn.




High on the mountain, the season had turned cold and white drifts from a winter storm 
threatened to bury the old hag Susannah's cabin. Giant potted plants lined the windowsill, leafy 
hopeful beauties, and Susannah stroked their sprawling tongues that not so long ago buzzed and 
shook with ants. She turned her hag's smile on Tim. The young man sprawled in the loveseat 
where she had not-so-gently pushed him with her blue-veined hand, and now he seemed unsure 
how to position his body. He crossed and uncrossed his arms at his chest, his knees wavered 
inward and bumped the coffee table, and beads of sweat gathered above his well-formed brows.
Susannah stirred him a tonic of last summer's raspberries, picking a bloated wasp from 
the gelatinous mix and flicking it into her plant's waiting tongues. She gazed lovingly at Tim as 
he took the blood red drink from her hands, which were cold and palsied with age.
It had been less than an hour since she'd opened the door to him during the storm, 
another in a series of autumn white-outs, and though Susannah had no use for the people in the 
valley below the mountain, Tim had bowed his head in such a gentle manner and his blue eyes 
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brimmed with such sweetness and vulnerability that Susannah quickly decided on a very good 
use for him.
“Come in,” she'd said. “By all means, come in, Tom.”
“It's Tim.”
“Tom, Tim. A rose by any other name!”
Ah, she thought, but do I recognize this rose? The square chin and noble brow, those 
bright eyes of sapphire! Had he a father, or more likely a grandfather, a great-grandfather, with 
the same features?
Susannah helped him out of his greatcoat, which was caked with snow and ice, and when 
he turned to thank her, she saw in him the child he so recently must have been. It seemed a 
lifetime ago that Susannah was as young, innocent, and trusting as he. But once, indeed, she had 
been so.
Now Tim took a long swallow of Susannah's thick tonic while she eyed his handsome 
throat.
“You'll certainly sire a fine whelp one day, much as your grandfather before you.”
“You knew him?”
“Long ago. And my I say that your beauty rivals his.”
He blushed and murmured, “Thank you.”
“And tell me why you're dressed in a peasant's clothes when the person within has the 
stately look of a prince.”
“I've been rabbit hunting. You have a sharp eye for nobility. It's true that I am a prince, 
but my kingdom is rather humble. It's just the valley below the mountain, nothing more.”
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“Nothing more, is it?” The old woman rasped. “Your kingdom might well have stretched 
from one great blue sea to the other, so entrapped was I in its flames of torture and strife. I curse 
it, your valley below the mountain.”
A look of alarm seized the prince.
“Don't be afraid, boy! This stormy night is too beautiful for bloodshed. Such an evening 
is far more suited for love, don't you think?” Susannah offered a lewd wink of her eye, and then 
lifted a filthy patch of her many-colored skirts and blew her nose into it. “How fortunate I am to 
play hostess to such an esteemed royal visitor as yourself, my young prince.”
He bowed low, taking the opportunity to gauge his distance from the door.
“And you're quite young it seems, from the soft look of your chin. Tell me, Tom, how 
long have you been shaving?”
“It's Tim, and I don't know. Three years? Four? Why?”
She nodded as malice sparked her eye. “Ah, what a wonderful age for you to be. As for 
me, the glory of my youth was cut quite short. You see, I was a blossom stamped under a cruel 
hoof. Would you like to know the story of Susannah, your temptress?”
The young man turned pale and stammered, “I probably don't have time. My mother is 
waiting for me.”
The old hag pointed to the window, which was half buried in snow. “The storm rages, so 
content yourself here by the fire, sir, and I'll tell you my secrets.”
The first time the church minister came to me, I was just fifteen. He appeared as a 
shadow against a moonlit wall, his words an angry, perplexing whisper of apple trees and 
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nakedness. I thought he was touched, and so innocent was I that I crept closer, asking if he 
needed help.
Of course, I understood the mechanics of animal sex—I'd heard seasonal bellows of 
moose and seen the frantic humping of roaming dogs—and I had also witnessed the flourishing 
of a thousand valley romances, lads plucking flowers for their darlings in spring. But the 
minister's act was neither one nor the other. What the minister did to me he did out of cruelty 
alone.
The prince leapt to his feet. “I really must go.”
“Stay seated, boy!” Susannah cried, pressing him back into the crimson cushions. “My 
tale is not yet finished.”
More cruelty lay in wait for my young soul, as some months after the minister's attack 
my belly began to swell. When my tattered dresses could not hide my girth any longer, the 
people in the valley below the mountain whispered and soon shouted my shame—my shame they 
called it!—and then the minister paid a visit to my uncle. Now I had the sense to run, but six men 
tracked and caught me, subduing me with a fisherman's rope and a blow to the head, and in this 
fashion they carried me back to the village, into the church, and straight down the aisle.
The marriage was not a happy one.
When the minister spoke to me in verse, I spat back like a hissing cat. When he 
demanded soup or wine or cake, I conjured the foulest of ingredients—maggots, scabs, urine, 
and shit. At night while he slept, I studied his bald liver-freckled scalp and conjured curses, 
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spells, and poisons so that his skin split with boils and burned with lesions. Ashamed, he moved 
us to this hut high in the mountains, but still he held me captive.
One morning, a horrid white-caked creature dropped from between my legs. Its skin was 
as cold as any frog's and it moved not. I wrapped it in cheese cloth, then buried it deep in the 
dark forest.
It had been born dead, you see, for I'd spent every day of the long winter downing strong 
teas of stinging nettle. The mountain has many secrets. I learned them all.
“Don't look so shocked, my young prince!”
“But this is too dreadful! A dead baby?” Tim's eyes glassed with tears. “How could 
you?”
“I've as much right to the mountain's herbs as you have to her rabbits.”
“I won't hear another word about it!”
The old hag cackled and rested a bony hand on his knee as she continued her story.
Each summer for the duration of my long enslavement, I pushed a tiny shriveled being 
from my womb. One after the other they came, this one matted with chalk, that one all covered 
in brown fur, their creased faces hiding slits of eyes that never opened. I felt nothing for them, 
neither hate nor love, pride nor pity. I simply shed these creatures from my body. While the 
minister wept and prayed for God to deliver him a live baby boy, I continued rolling the little 
corpses in cheesecloth and secreting them in the forest. There I presided over an army of fat 
black ants and long, hunched wasps who came to feast on their fleshy bits and pieces.
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“Oh now,” Susannah cooed, taking up Tim's hand and rubbing it between her gnarled 
claws. “Hasn't anyone taught you of the birds and the bees?”
Once again, he leapt from the couch. “Please, Grandmother, I've heard quite enough of 
your—”
With a spry move she pulled him back down. “Great-grandmother, if you please!”
“I really must leave. Look, already it's growing dark.”
“And darker still it will grow.”
Didn't I try to escape, you might wonder? Of course, I did! I'm no fool or weakling. I 
executed plan after plan, but each time the minister's six tracked and caught me. I grew older, 
bent and broken from their blows. Rarely did I bathe or wash my ragged pelts and hides in hopes 
of repelling my jailer. I even consumed my own bubbling poisons so that my skin humped with 
warts and boils, and yet he came for me in the dark of night.
By now my youth had long passed, but still I was cursed with its function.
One day the minister returned from a trip to the valley below the mountain. In he strode, 
directly to the latched wooden box where I kept my stinging nettles.
“I'm on to your tricks! Your witch's brews!” He took me then by my hair, cracked open 
the hatch of the root cellar, and pitched me headlong into darkness. “And you will never see the 
light of day again! You will die in this cold root cellar. How dare you play God!”
“Play God?” The power of thunder rolled in my voice. “I am God!”
“You didn't say that!” Tim cried. “That's heresy!”
Susannah shrugged. “I'm entitled to my own opinion.”
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For a week, perhaps two, day ran into night. I shivered in the dirt under the boards that 
creaked with each step of the minister's boots. But then I heard a distant hum that grew louder 
and louder, and through a pea-sized crack of light that appeared in the old foundation, a stream 
of hunched wasps and fat black ants came in. They cleaned my body with their tiny tusks and 
deposited gifts of royal jelly on my desiccated lips. The tickle of their hair-thin legs reminded me 
that I was indeed alive. They swarmed over my body and kept me warm as they combed my 
matted hair and serenaded me.
In the root cellar for two hundred and eighty-one days, I not only survived, I grew strong 
on my diet of honey and wax. Then late one night, after an evening in which the minister 
entertained a stranger with much drinking and song-making, I shattered the floorboards under the 
crimson loveseat and emerged in a swarm of angry insects.
“Who or what is that!?” screamed the stranger.
“It is I, Susannah!”
As my wasps and ants roiled over the minister, reducing him to a pile of bones in mere 
seconds—bones that yipping coyotes soon spirited away to their mountain den and feasted upon, 
and a more appreciative congregation the man never enjoyed—I turned my attention to the 
stranger, whose handsome features quaked and shook in a most pitiable way.
When at last he found his voice, he stuttered, “Susannah is who you are. And now comes 
the question of what you are. A witch, is it?”
“A witch, it's true.” The words felt good on my tongue. “A witch I am, but if you come 
in peace and do me no harm, you are most welcome to stay and make yourself comfortable.”
Stay he did and for many months, even though he had a wife and son and kingdom to rule 
in the valley below the mountain. Ah, but those were fine days. His touch was as light as the 
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tickle of my ants and wasps, and we loved each other, he and I—and often—right here on this 
crimson loveseat.
“But can a witch love?” Tim asked in wonder.
“Exquisitely!”
“Why did he leave?”
“Why do the seasons change?”
“Did he return to rule the valley below the mountain?”
“He did not.”
“Ah hah! I know of whom you speak! My great-grandfather abdicated the throne to live 
as a hermit in the wilds. They say he went quite mad.”
“So say the maddened! No, my prince, he led a rover's life, a life of freedom and ease, 
and he was no hermit but rather found good company here in the highlands.”
“But not with you?”
“By mutual decision, no.”
“And so you stayed here? All alone?”
“I had a daughter.”
That winter, my belly swelled. This time, rather than steeping teas of stinging nettle, I 
sipped brews of chamomile and rosehips and fireweed blossoms. The ants and wasps melted 
back into the forest, only visiting me from time to time as singles or pairs. The life that stirred 
within my body filled me with joy, and I sang to the growing little soul even in the very hour it 
emerged from my womb. A good strong little whelp was she!
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But the people in the valley below the mountain did not like it.
They did not like that I, Susannah, a witch, was raising a child. And one day in spring, on 
a morning that my young Nellie was racing shadows of geese on the wing, they took her.
“Where did they take her?”
“To a place she couldn't escape,” Susannah said, wiping the tears from her face with a 
tatter of her skirt. “To her death.”
“They murdered her, a mere child? I don't believe it. Not the people of my valley.”
“But it's true. They murdered my daughter, murdered her by her own hand!”
“What do you mean, her own hand?”
“‘Shame! Shame!' they shouted at her when her belly grew. She was only fourteen, and 
rather than marry her rapist and bear his progeny, my dear daughter drowned herself to end all 
that never should have been.”
Tim gaped.
“At a loss for words?” Susannah leaned in close, her eyes unblinking and bald, the lashes 
burned off years ago by the minister's six. “She's gone forever, and for just as long I will 
mourn.” The old hag took up a golden strand of Tim's hair and rubbed it between her fingers. 
“But soon enough, I will be returned a mother once more.”
“You're old enough to be my grandmother. My great-grandmother!”
“Great and grand am I, Susannah!”
“But my story doesn't go like this!” cried the young man. “All summer I have been 
searching out a flaxen-haired beauty to take as my wife.”
“I thought it was rabbits you were after?”
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“What sort of drink have you given me?”
The witch cackled. “Just a tonic.”
“Of what sort?”
“An exquisite sort.”
Tim shuddered and groaned. “I don't feel well at all. Something has sickened me. 
Perhaps I will lie down for a moment.”
“That sounds like a good plan, my prince. A sensible plan.” Susannah helped him remove 
his long leather tunic and billowy white undershirt, and then the old hag threw back her woolen 
cape and tore away her many pelts and hides. She unsheathed her heavy withered breasts from 
their ragged casings and dropped her abominably filthy drawers, revealing herself to him.
He screamed. “Unnatural! Unthinkable! I'm going home now. Home to my mother, a 
respectable woman!”
“Yes, yes!” Susannah cooed, drawing a long, crooked finger down the hieroglyphics of 
her stretchmarks with a lewd wink. “You will return to mother and I will be returned, a mother 
once more. Now lie down and gather your strength, my prince, for surely you will need it!”
She commenced petting his lovely locks with the very tips of her gnarled talons.
“You're horrid to behold, but now that I shut my eyes,” he whispered in wonder, “you 
spark a lovely and most intimate emotion. Your hand on my brow, it is as familiar to me as it is 
distant. Have I once, as a child, dreamt of such a touch?”
“Yes, my prince, in a long-ago dream.”
The young man reached for her scabby claw and brought it to his lips. “I have known you 
once before!”
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He kissed her again and again, and a deed that could have been performed in a matter of 
minutes instead consumed an entire night. Young Tim enjoyed their frenzy of passion so 
thoroughly that when the late autumn sun at last spilled across his spent body, still he nuzzled the 
loose skin of the old hag's flaccid belly, unwilling to end the beautiful dream that would part him 
from her.
The breaking light tore at his heart. “Grandmother—”
“Great and grand!” she cried.
“Great-grandmother, please tell me the truth. What sort of alchemy have you 
performed?”
“Alchemy, my prince? What would I know of alchemy? I haven't spent one minute of 
one day of one year in a school. Perform alchemy? I can't even spell it.”
“Speak honestly, Great-grandmother! By your own tongue, you spun the tale of your 
powerful potions and curses. Now what ingredients have you cooked into my sweet tonic?”
“I've fed you upon nothing more than summer berries and spring sap.” Susannah coiled 
her gray tangles above her head as she spoke, her words riding a wave of putrid breath. “My 
raspberries I plucked at the peak of August when they were fat and bursting with blood-red juice. 
And the sweet sap of birch I bled from trees swollen with the gentle rains of April. Such was the 
innocence of my alchemy.”
“But have you not charmed me?”
The old woman chuckled and rubbed a boil on her nose. “With my womanly charms?” 
“You know what I mean. Is this a witch's trick or is it true love?”
Susannah shrugged, caught a lazy autumn fly in her fist, and popped it into her mouth.
“But how could one such as I possibly love one such as you?”
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“Morning has come and with it, fair weather. It is time for you to take your leave.”
Grief washed through the prince. “Will you at least take a lock of my hair?”
“I suppose.”
Tim wept as he clutched his hunting knife and sawed through a twist of his golden hair. 
This he placed along with a kiss into Susannah's warty palm.
The following year, on the very morning of his wedding and coronation, Tim found 
himself roaming the old hag's mountainside, and though he approved of his mother's choice for 
his royal hand, a wealthy flaxen-haired beauty from two valleys over, still he felt a pull toward 
Susannah's cabin. He'd never told his mother or his bride or anyone from the valley below the 
mountain about the strange night he spent there with the old woman, falling into what might or 
might not have been true love.
Along the way, Tim rode through an alder forest where he came across a weathered 
gravestone bearing the simple inscription, ‘Old Tom.'
“Ah hah!” he called, dismounting from his gray mare. He sat brooding for some time 
before working up the nerve to ask his question. “Did you love her, grandfather? And do you 
still?”
He stared at the roughhewn stone, waiting for meaning to emerge in its patterns, but none 
came. And so he placed a wild rose on the grave marker and continued his journey up the 
mountain.
Tim coaxed his roan mare closer and closer to the old woman's lair. What would he say 
to her? And would she know him still?
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The young horse shied to the sound of a baby. Its cries came from within the dark cabin. 
Tim dropped from his mare and stood for a moment, catching his breath. The porch door stood 
ajar, but not a soul emerged.
“Hello?” His voice shook. “Anybody there?”
Now all went silent.
Slowly, he drew nearer. One hand on the porch rail, and his skin turned to fire as a 
thousand ants spilled over his feet and up his body. Next, a dark cloud of wasps enshrouded him, 
attacking his face and hands. He bounded through the door, heart pounding, and the insects flew 
off, but now a deep growl stopped him.
He blinked away his sun-blindness to find there by the crimson loveseat a skinny coyote, 
growling fiercely, and a litter of pups that wriggled and squirmed in battle for milk. Underneath 
this furred jumble, a tiny naked baby pushed and kicked its littermates. The hairless creature 
screamed in frustration until it finally latched onto its goal and began to suck contentedly.
In the corner sat the old woman herself, her many colored skirts pulled up around her 
waist, and blood pooled on the floor from between her shriveled thighs and sex. Her eyes bulged 
open in death and her face contorted in a frozen grimace of pain, but it looked to Tim as though 
the witch were laughing.
“Your final joke, Susannah?”
He collapsed at her feet and kissed her bony toes.
After some time, he eyed the dirty elf-like creature half-buried in the pile of sucklings. 
Pulling gently on its plump leg, he dragged the baby away from the snarling mother and raised it 
screaming by the foot—a girl, as Susannah predicted. He contemplated this upside-down 
creature, who contemplated him back with her sapphire eyes set deep in an old woman's face.
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But what do I do with it? Tim thought.
He considered wrapping the child in a bear skin and bringing her home to his soon-to-be 
bride, but no. Susannah would not have approved such a plan. As he stood uncertain in the 
doorway, still holding the child by the rosy heel, a new moon slivered the morning sky and a 
trace of breath whispered in the spring alders. It came to him then, what he must do. He replaced 
the infant among her littermates, gently patting the nursing mother, then took off his riding boots 
and reclined on the loveseat, waiting for the dream of this new life to begin.
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THE PORTRAIT
I used half of my leave time to fly to this desolate city buried in ice and snow to help my 
sister through an abortion. She lost her license last year, and so I take a Lyft to the apartment my 
parents rent for her. The place reeks of cat piss and garbage, and just now I made the mistake of 
opening the refrigerator.
A fuzzy brick of green cheese straddles two leaking takeout containers, and as a wave of 
putrid breath envelopes me.
“It's broken,” she says, huddled in her tattered terrycloth robe. “And stop snooping.”
“My God, Tracy, have you even been eating?”
She shrugs and pulls a bag of weed from her torn pocket. The bare kitchen bulb above 
our heads sheds such a desolate light that darkness would be more cheerful. Plus, it would spare 
me the sight of her. My sister looks like shit. Like a famine victim. Like a zombie. Her eyes are 
withdrawn and vacant; dark circles pool beneath them like bruises. Her pallor is that of a corpse, 
gray and rotten, and she's missing an eyetooth. Each time she scratches her head, which is often, 
tufts of hair float to the filthy kitchen floor and chalky patches of scalp show through.
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Is she really only twenty-eight? Just a year older than me? People used to ask my parents 
if we were twins, and they'd reply, “Irish twins.”
Nobody would ask that now.
“You probably shouldn't be smoking a joint this morning,” I say.
“I'm out of cigarettes.”
“But your appointment is in a couple of hours. It's like surgery, you know?”
“Then this should help.”
I look away. The small picture window in the living room is cracked, and the light 
outside just turning gray. I sense the deep cold of winter pushing into the apartment.
My parents and I met with yet another drug counselor before my trip. He gave us advice 
on how to handle her, but on the way home we agreed it would never work. Tough love? We 
already tried it, my mother said. And my father added, Why not just put a knife in her back? 
Clearly, this guy never had a daughter. They didn't know about the pregnancy—I swore not to 
tell—but when I volunteered to visit her, my folks were so relieved that someone was doing 
something, they helped pay for my ticket.
“Jean,” Tracy says, peering at me through her thin bangs. “Can I ask you something?”
The eye contact surprises me. She hasn't gone for such intimate communication in over a 
year. When we were kids, we created our own private language and loved speaking it, even at 
school. But back then, I always seemed to know what she thought before she spoke, maybe even 
before she knew herself. Now I have no clue.
“Sure,” I say. “Anything.”
“This is hard for me, but okay, here's the thing: I'm way broke at the moment. No joke. I 
have, like, eleven cents to my name. I'm hoping that you could cover the procedure today. I 
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know, I know.” She puts her hand up and looks past me. “I still owe you, but I swear I'll pay you 
back by Christmas. I'm due to get some cash soon, actually.”
I slump in my chair. “What the hell? You get free money every month! You don't even 
pay your own rent! What do you spend it on? You're using again, aren't you?”
“No! No way. Look, just do me this one solid. It's all I will ever ask again. You know I 
can't ask Mom and Dad.”
“How much are we talking about?”
“Five.”
“Five? As in five hundred dollars? Are you kidding me?”
She picks at her ragged nails, shrugging.
“This is crazy, Tracy. If you're not using, then why are you always so broke? Mom and 
Dad give you everything! I get nothing from them. And my job pays shit, by the way. Absolute 
shit.”
“Spare me the lecture, okay? Just say yes or no. I can always figure out a way to get the 
money together.”
“You can't ask Mom and Dad for any more than they already give you. They don't have 
that much to spare. You're killing them, you know that?” I take a breath. “Why can't you go get 
a job like the rest of the world?”
“But this is what I'm trying to tell you. I have a paycheck coming soon.”
“Really? A job?”
“Sort of. I'm getting back on my feet. It will take a little more time to get there.”
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She's leaning toward me across the table, but she's no longer looking me in the eye. It's 
an act of simulated intimacy, her specialty, all for the effect of getting money out of me. 
“Almost?”
“See, this amazing artist—like he's got things in the museum—did a portrait of me. As 
soon as it sells, I'm getting paid! My first modeling gig.”
I study her in silence. Her eyes are red rimmed and bloodshot, and though it's freezing in 
here, sweat is beading on her forehead and upper lip. Not a good sign.
“Modeling? You?”
“Yeah, I swear to God. My portrait is hanging in a cafe down the block. Me! My 
portrait.”
“Are you using again?”
“No, I already told you. I'm clean. I screwed up a bit earlier this week, but other than 
that, I've been good. I'm trying, Jean. I'm doing my best.”
This time she looks at me, and she sounds so sincere. I don't know what to think 
anymore. I remember what my father whispered to me as he dropped me at the airport: Make her 
remember that she is loved.
I stand and walk around the table, and then I pull her close. In my arms, she feels both 
sharp and fragile, a skeleton that might crack into pieces. I end up not so much hugging her as 
gently draping my arms around her. We stay like that for a long time. Finally, I say, “Okay, of 
course I'll lend you the money. Anything you need, Tracy. I'll figure out a way.”
“Okay then, right now what I need most is a cigarette.”
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She wants to show me her portrait on the way to the clinic, so we make a slow progress 
down the block, my sister holding a hand to her forehead to ward off the weak winter sun. She is 
limping, with one of her legs dragging just a bit behind her. Now I'm beginning to doubt myself. 
The counselor warned us about jumping in each time she needs rescuing because she has to 
decide to save herself, and in order to do that, she has to hit bottom.
Plus, there's the real fact that I just don't have enough money to cover her. How can I 
afford to lend her five hundred dollars when my rent is due in six days? I'll have to turn around 
and borrow from my boyfriend, which he won't understand. Why not just stick her in treatment? 
he's always saying, like it's some free magic cure. We already tried that route with her. It cost 
my folks over twenty thousand dollars, and she started using again the very day of her discharge. 
Sometimes I think Tracy is determined to bankrupt us all.
I start to wonder about the guy who knocked her up. Why should I cover this bill? 
Shouldn't he be paying for it?
“Tracy, have you asked the man who got you pregnant to pay for the abortion? Seems to 
me that he should be on the hook for it. Who is he anyway?”
A flat look settles over her features.
“Come on, Tracy. Don't tell me it was immaculate conception!”
“Yeah, that's it. It was immaculate conception.” She turns away from me, squinting down 
the street as though she were searching for something. “I guess God raped me.”
I'm speechless, reeling. Tracy was raped in college, another secret I've sworn to keep. 
Every time this word comes up in her presence, in the news or in a movie, sickness twists 
through me, but, like now, I seem more affected by it than she is. She smiles at me, and then 
she's moving on down the sidewalk. I struggle to keep up with her uneven gait.
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“Are you sure you're alright? Do you want to talk about it?”
“You're such a princess, Jean. I was just joking.” She stops and turns back to me, 
suddenly angry. “And anyway, no, I don't want to talk about it. You have no idea what my life 
has been. None. Zero.”
“I might if you would talk to me, tell me.”
“Talk, talk, talk.” She cradles her head in her hands. “You're as bad as Mom and Dad.
Anyway, here's the cafe. Let's just go in.”
My heart pounds as feelings of helplessness and anger collide. How do you save 
somebody who will not be saved?
My eyes adjust slowly to the dim lighting as Tracy leads me through the rather large cafe 
to the back corner. “Who knows,” she says, “my portrait might even end up in the museum. 
What do you think?”
It was a photograph, not the painting I was expecting, and it was quite large. My sister 
sprawled on the curb, a look of vacancy, of total nothingness, on her face, while the arm cradling 
her head is covered in a maze of bloody tracks. The title simply reads “Tracy G.” I look along 
the cafe walls, and there are dozens of other portraits, of junkies, of street drunks, of prostitutes, 
each titled with a first name and last initial. Tears sting my eyes.
“Hey, there's the artist,” Tracy says. “Mack! Come over and meet someone!”
A young man with a long, braided beard and thick-framed glasses shakes my hand.
“Mack, this is my sister, Jean.”
His hand goes limp in mine, and uncertainty freezes his features.
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“Dude,” Tracy says to him, “please explain to my sister that if you sell my portrait, I'll 
get a cut.”
“Most of the proceeds for the show will go to a charity called Rozwell House, but yeah, 
some goes to the, uh, the people.”
“The models,” Tracy corrects him. “And tell her about the museum deal.”
“It's not for sure or anything, but the museum has expressed some interest in buying the 
whole show.”
“See? Just like I told you! Soon I'll be hanging in the museum. So, what do you think? 
Do you like it?”
I want to tear the portrait from the wall. I want to punch the artist in the face. What if she 
gets a job? What if her boss sees this? Her coworkers? New friends? And she might be on exhibit 
in the museum? Permanently?
I force myself to smile. “Wow! It's, well, it's big, isn't it?” I look from Tracy to Mack to 
the portrait and back again. I have no idea what to do with myself. Finally, I say, “We really 
should head out now if we're going to make your appointment, Tracy.”
Mack nods, visibly relieved to see us leave.
As we make our way outside, I stop and turn around. “Wait here for a sec.”
I stride back into the cafe, anger building in me with each step. Mack sees me coming. He 
doesn't look happy.
“You think this is art?” I say, loud enough so that people at a nearby table look up. 
“Capturing people at their very worst and pinning them to your wall?”
“I'm trying to publicize the issue. I'm trying to help. Most of the money goes right to the 
homeless.”
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“But see, my sister has a home. She has a family!” I drag a hand through my hair. “You 
don't know the first thing about her. How dare you take her picture!”
“Jean?” my sister calls from the door. “Are you coming?”
Whispering now, I repeat, “How dare you?”
“She said I could.”
“She said you could? She said you could? Do you think that makes it right?”
I walk away from him then, between the two walls full of portraits, dozens and dozens, a 
toothless old man in a Yankees sweatshirt, a grim-faced woman with a swollen eye and a 
bandage wrapped around her head, a young man spreading a dollar bill across his bare narrow 
chest, his arms as marked and scarred as my sister's.
She's not like you! The thought burns through me. Any of you!
I pass them by, the people in these portraits, one after another after another, and I'm 
fuming. My sister is loved!
Outside, Tracy has found a cigarette butt on the sidewalk, and now she brings it to her 
lips, cupping her hand around her lighter.
“You ready?” I ask.
“Let's do this.”
I look at her closely. “Are you scared?”
“The main thing I feel is relief.” She takes a long drag of the butt and flicks it to the curb. 
“So, if I forget to say it later, thank you.”
I throw my arm around her shoulder. When we were kids, we used to walk down the 
street like this, synching each step so that one of our legs continually swung out and around the 
other sister's. We called it the monkey walk. My sister is loved, she is, but it occurs to me that so 
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are most people, including those from the cafe portraits. As we turn the corner, I find myself 
praying that love will be enough.
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MARIPOSA
Mary's blood ceased to flow in October, as though the new cold of the season had frozen 
it. She spent hours brooding alone in her room, studying the intricate pattern of ice crystals 
coating the lower half of her only window. She just wanted the thing out of her body, but that 
was impossible. The only way to get free of it was to ask her parents' permission, and her father 
would never allow it. Besides, she couldn't even imagine telling them such news. Sometimes she 
considered the razor, even going so far as to open the ballerina box she kept hidden under her 
floorboards in her closet. Within the box's padded pink lining were three Gillette replacements 
she stole from her father's medicine cabinet when she was twelve. But the razors had never been 
about endings, not exactly. They were more of a way to stay. Now as she touched the ugly 
network of raised white scars that crisscrossed her wrists, she doubted that she would ever be 
able to saw deep enough.
There was another option. She eyed her old suitcase, a small neon green square on 
wheels. Maybe she could just leave? She knew no one outside of her small town and had never 
been away from home without her parents. When she was ten, her father had surprised her with 
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this bright suitcase. Inside the small zipper was a brochure with Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck 
on the cover. Her father laughed as she opened it, placing his meaty palm on the crown of her 
head. She remembered running her fingers over the crisp edges of the paper, excitement drawing 
tight within her. Until her mother entered the room. The sight of her mother's bruised and 
swollen face, her lopsided smile, terrified Mary. She fought the urge to roll under her bed.
Even at that age, she understood that the trip was somehow connected to her mother's 
hurt, the price of admission. She also knew that it was just a matter of time until the fighting 
resumed. Later that night, Mary ripped the brochure in two, and then tore each piece in half, and 
then again, and again, until the dream was reduced to a pile of confetti that she hid in the dark 
space under the floorboards.
By the fourth month, Mary's middle strained and spilled over the waistband of her jeans. 
She lived in terror. What if somebody—her parents, teachers, peers—noticed? She lived in the 
far north and took refuge in the region's cold, every day bundling in her most oversized hoodies 
and parka, burrowing in the fabric, a fat bear in a winter den.
One day in February, when their town lay buried under a thick crust of grainy white 
snow, she ditched fifth period to meet Travis in his warm truck. She took him in her mouth, and 
after, he pulled up a six-pack of Budweiser from under the seat, and there they slumped, sipping 
beer and listening to music.
Travis was a pale boy with cheeks seared by acne and bright blue eyes set deep and close 
together. As Mary drank, she watched the side of his face, how his Adam's apple bobbed as he 
swallowed. She thought of the thing growing inside her, how it belonged to her and to him. She 
knew she shouldn't drink the beer, that she should just pretend. She didn't enjoy the taste, 
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anyway, but she did like how the fizzy liquid felt going down her throat, and how it made her 
feel. Distant. She needed to feel this way now; it would help her tell Travis.
She hoped he would say something to break the silence. He looked bored, and soon took 
out his phone to check messages.
Mary wiped the foam from her lips, and said, “Travis, I love you.”
He looked out the passenger window and sniffed. From his coat pocket, he produced a 
bag of weed.
“I mean it,” Mary went on, reaching for his hand and daring to hold his gaze. She knew 
she was being stupid now, that she had already lost so she should just shut up, but she couldn't. 
“I really do.”
Travis had always made a big show of seeing other girls. But Mary knew that he didn't 
care about them, and that there was another side of him, a part that nobody saw but her, maybe 
not even Travis himself. She knew it was there, though. When she got him away from James and 
Tim and the hockey team guys, away from school and all the other girls, to a place where he 
didn't have to be anybody else, he was different. He understood her.
The first time they were together, he ran his fingers over the patchwork of scars running 
up her arm. “You trying to off yourself or something?”
“Not really,” she said, turning away, yanking her sleeve down. “Just bored, you know?”
And he pulled her shirt off (anyway) and touched her breasts (anyway) and said, “Yeah, 
fuck-all to do around here.”
Mary clung to him then, clung to the blame he put on their cold shitty little town instead 
of on her, and she could barely breathe for the love pounding within her. She grew to need sex 
with him, for the sound he made when he came, a small boy crying.
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Now as the truck heater blasted Mary, she thought of this, their first time together. It had 
been her first true taste of sweetness, of utter understanding. She squeezed his hand and said, “In 
the whole world, Travis, I only love you.”
He put the joint between his lips and held a flame to it. After inhaling, he turned an 
uninterested but somehow appraising look on her, then took up his phone once again. When he 
finally leaned back and blew a white stream toward the cracked window, he said, “We're not, 
like, a thing.”
His words were a hook that twisted and twisted inside her. When she finally found her 
voice, she said, “I know.”
He breathed out more smoke, then tapped his phone and turned up the volume on the 
music.
Eminem's rage filled the truck, and Mary let it fill her, too. His anger was so sharp, as 
sharp as hers. She felt lifted by his rant, and she squinted and mouthed his words.
You think I won't choke no whore 'til the vocal cords don't work in her throat no more?
And it was good, cold as the cut of a razor. Mary bobbed her head to the beat, and when 
Eminem broke off so that just the music carried her along, Mary's own lyrics pulsed in her mind: 
Fuck you, Travis, you ugly-ass piece of shit! And fuck you, Mom, and fuck you, Dad!
By the time that track ended, Mary had drained her beer and popped open another. They 
drank as the truck grew cold, and then Travis gunned the engine and cranked the heat and they 
drank more. Icy distance now filled Mary. She smiled at Travis.
“Well,” he said, crushing the can in his hand. “we better get back for sixth period.”
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“Yeah.” Mary knew that bored look in his eye, and she suddenly hated it. She knew he 
wasn't heading back to school. He just wanted to get rid of her, now that he was done with her. 
She crushed her own can. “Hey, Travis?”
His eyes followed a blonde girl across the parking lot.
“Travis!”
“Hmm?”
“Well, I guess you should know that I missed my period.”
Now he looked at her. She had his complete attention.
“What?”
“I'm going to have a baby.” She saw fear bloom in his deep-set eyes. “Your baby.” 
He licked his lips and put a hand to the back of his neck. Finally, he said, “No.” 
Mary experienced the Eminem sensation, the razor from the ballerina box. It hurt, but 
somehow made a worse pain better, or maybe stronger. You can't even touch me, she thought.
“I don't know if it's a boy or girl,” she said with a shrug. “Not yet anyway.”
“Fuck! Fuck-fuck-fuck!”
Mary reached for his hand. “We'll figure this out.” Now she felt elated. She watched him, 
his lips popping opening and closed, the tears gathering in his eyes. “We don't have to get 
married or whatever. Not yet. We can just take off. Maybe get out of this shithole and go 
someplace warm. California or somewhere.”
“What's wrong with you?” Travis's voice cracked, going high like a small boy's. “Don't 
you take pills or something?” He crossed his arms over the steering wheel and lay his head there. 
He shoulders began to jerk. He gasped for breath. “My parents are going to kill me. They're 
152
going to kill me.” After a moment, he bolted upright and smeared his tears with the sleeve of his 
Carhartt jacket. The look he turned on her was murderous. “And anyway, who says it's mine?!”
In her room, Mary lay in her bed with her notepad and science textbook. Her eyes 
traversed the words of the same paragraph over and over while she pulled at the wire binding. 
She hadn't heard from Travis in weeks. After a while, she gave up on the chapter and focused on 
the bright white page of the day's notes, which contained only one line in her loopy handwriting: 
Permafrost: ‘massive ground ice' comes from snow, lakes, sea, river, and buried glaciers. She 
straightened the free end of the notebook wire and then rubbed her thumb over the pointed tip of 
the wire until a small dot of blood appeared. She pressed her thumb to the word massive, 
covering it with her blood, and then squeezed her thumb until another blood dot formed, and 
with it she obliterated the word ice and then snow and then permafrost. She lay back on a pillow, 
sucking at her wound.
All she wanted was to be rid of the growing thing inside her. So far, she had told no one 
about it except for Travis, although she did write a post on a pregnancy site. It had been a 
mistake. Nobody understood. Most of them told her she was lucky and quoted the bible. One 
person sent a link to some Christian adoption agency, and another lady told her to get an 
abortion. But how could she do any of that without telling her parents?
At least Travis had finally responded to her texts, after a month of avoidance. He still 
insisted that the baby wasn't his, but her last message contained a threat: She would tell on him. 
It was a lie, something she would never do, but her strategy worked. At least he promised to help 
her run away. He would drive her as far as Anchorage, where his cousin would put her up for a 
while. Whatever. At least she would get away from her parents.
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On the chosen Friday night, when Mary's father was at the bar and her mother had 
nodded off in front of the TV, Mary left a note saying that she was going to California and would 
never see them again. Then she packed her childhood suitcase and rolled it out into the slush to 
wait for Travis.
A wet chinook had ended a month-long cold snap, and already Mary wished she had 
worn her rubber boots. There was no curb, no dry place to stand. Mary felt water seep through 
her tennis shoes and wondered if her parents would come looking for her. Probably, but she 
knew they wouldn't go to the police. One time the police came by the house because of the 
fighting, and after, she had never seen her father so angry.
She palmed her phone and reread Travis's message, There in 2. Be ready! But ten 
minutes passed, then twenty, and still he hadn't come. She shivered and hugged herself. 
Wiggling her numb toes, which were separated from the ice by just the thin rubber of her Chuck 
Taylors, Mary checked her phone again. No messages. She considered going back inside, and 
telling him to text when he got there, but there was always the chance her mother would wake 
up.
She wished Travis would show up soon. If her father returned home and saw her out 
there with her suitcase, what would happen? He would be drunk. She wouldn't tell him about the 
baby, she decided, never, no matter what. When he got mad, the big black pouches under his 
eyes bulged out and he spit when he yelled. He was a big man with dense shoulders and a thick 
neck, and he moved like his body was filled with concrete.
Mary's mother was his opposite. Thin and hunched, always exhausted, she was a 
shadowy presence in their sprawling home. Disappointment hung in every look and word, but 
most hours of the day she stayed in front of the TV. When Mary was little, she wanted to protect 
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her mother, to save her, and she always took care of her after, bringing her mother ice packs, 
cotton balls, rolls of gauze. Back then, Mary suffered from terrible stomachaches and headaches, 
and often missed school. But by the age of twelve, Mary changed. She came to hate her mother.
As a teen Mary saw the truth, that it was all her mother's fault. Her father had been right 
all along. Her mother did everything wrong, on purpose. She would mutter bitter words at 
exactly the wrong time, when her father was already angry. Or she would stay silent, but then 
slam the heavy door that led to the kitchen. Mary didn't get hit much because from an early age, 
she understood. She could sense violence rearing within her father like a bear, and even as a tiny 
girl she knew what was coming and had the sense to hide from it. But her mother, her stupid 
mother, did her best to make things worse. It always ended the same, with her mother bleeding or 
limping or, what Mary used to call it when she was little, like dead.
Now Mary checked her phone again. No messages.
Her mind began to drift, and she thought of a scene she had witnessed last summer. A 
Mexican woman pushing a stroller down the main street of her town. A butterfly had landed on 
the stroller, and the woman stopped, pulled the chubby baby from her seat, and held her close, 
singing, mariposa, mariposa, mariposa. The word stuck with Mary. She found it beautiful, a 
word full of hope. Now she rocked the small neon suitcase back and forth in the soft layer of ice, 
whispering mariposa, mariposa, until a groove formed.
A flash of headlights blinded Mary, and she waved as the truck skidded to a stop. She 
hoisted her suitcase into the bed, and then climbed into the cab. Travis's face was hidden in the 
fold of his hoody. He sniffed and coughed as smoke streamed out of him. Mary cracked her 
window, then took a hit.
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“Just for a few nights,” Travis warned, not looking at her but into the black night. “And 
by that, I mean two or three.”
Mary found a job at a coffee drive-through. She told the manager that she had graduated 
early, but he said he didn't care as long as she wasn't a druggie or a thief or pregnant. Her 
sweatshirt hid her belly, and she also made sure to keep her sleeves all the way down. Sometimes 
people saw her scars and thought they were tracks. Mary hated that, when people asked her about 
them. Travis was the only one who understood, who didn't make a huge deal about it. But maybe 
he just didn't care, she thought bitterly. Just as well he broke up with her.
At least his cousin had helped Mary. She let her stay on through Mary's first paycheck, 
and then helped her hunt for an affordable place. At the roommate interview, though, the two 
girls told her they were really looking for another college student or somebody from their church. 
Mary had simply lied, telling her she graduated high school a semester early, and was just 
working to save up for college in the fall. She also told them she would love to check out their 
church sometime. The blonde one with the rosy cheeks, Melanie, nodded, but the pretty dark­
haired girl, Avery, looked skeptical. She fingered the delicate crucifix hanging from a chain 
around her neck and squinted at Mary. “Look, we can't put you on the lease, so you don't have 
to sign anything. But you do have to promise and shake on it. Five hundred dollars on time every 
month, and you can't move some dude in.”
Mary kept her hands in her hoodie pockets, stretching the material out in hopes that they 
wouldn't notice her bulge. “My boyfriend dumped me, anyway,” she said, and then she laughed 
along with them.
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She had the smallest room in the apartment, but it came with a bed, a small bureau, a 
floor lamp, and, unfortunately, a large crucifix that made her uncomfortable. She parked her 
suitcase in the corner and clicked on the lamp, but it was broken. As soon as she got her next 
check, she could go to the thrift shop. She needed bigger pants, anyway. She put a hand on the 
hard lump of her belly and pressed down hard. It hurt. She cried out.
In her seventh month, Mary's breasts grew heavy, pushing out her hoodie and helping to 
camouflage her pregnancy. She told her roommates that stress was making her gain weight, and 
they nodded in sympathy. Mary was also terrified because a few days earlier, her neighbor from 
back home had pulled into the coffee stand. This woman mentioned not seeing Mary around 
lately.
The next day, Mary saw her mother's blue Subaru in line. While serving the two 
customers ahead of her, Mary burned her thumb on scalding water. She held a small cube of ice 
on the spot as her mother rolled down her window. She wore expensive, oversized sunglasses, 
but Mary could make out the edge of her black eye.
“I heard you were here,” her mother said.
Mary shrugged.
“Your father is beyond angry. But he says you're old enough to make it on your own. So 
be it.”
“I have a job and a place to live. I'm doing fine.”
“You're gaining weight.”
Mary hunched her shoulders, plucked at her hoodie. “Are you ordering something, or 
what?”
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“Listen,” her mother said, but then fell silent. She shook her head, and then wiped at her 
cheek.
Mary was amazed to see tears there.
“Listen,” her mother tried again. “You were always a good girl. If it were up to me—but 
he's saying there's no changing your mind now. You can't come back, not right now. But maybe 
there's a way. He's mad, you know how he gets, but I think if we just give it some time.”
“I don't want to come back. Not ever!”
Mary held her burned flesh to her lips. The spot was cold and numb from the ice, and for 
a moment she pictured her whole body like that.
“And you say you have a place to live? A safe place?”
“Yes,” Mary said, thinking, Anywhere is safer than home. “With two college girls.”
Her mother nodded slowly, and then dug a frayed envelope from her purse. “I have 
something for you.”
Mary took the stained square of paper with her good hand.
“I've been saving for years,” her mother said. “A little bit here, a little bit there. It's not 
easy to hide anything for him, but I did it.” She gripped the steering wheel, looked straight 
ahead. Mary had to lean through the little service window to hear her. “I was hoping that one 
day—but who am I fooling?” her mother said. “Maybe this will help you, anyway.”
As she pulled away, Mary began to open the envelope, but the fragile seams split apart. 
Inside was a stack of tens and twenties. Almost twelve hundred dollars.
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As Mary's middle grew larger, she had trouble sleeping. She stayed up late, often playing 
video games with Luke, Melanie's boyfriend. They played Manhunt, Soldier of Fortune, Doom, 
and Grand Theft Auto V, while they ate potato chips and sipped diet Coke and Red Bull.
Grand Theft Auto V was their favorite, and Mary could hold her own against Luke, 
stealing cars, shooting thugs, killing prostitutes. The trick with the prostitutes was to get a 
blowjob first, and then blow them away. Luke found it hilarious that Mary was better at this than 
he was.
One night, Luke brought over a bottle of tequila and a new game for her to try. In Prey, 
Mary was trapped on a distant space station and she had to fight her way past hostile aliens to 
escape. They played for hours, Luke drinking straight from the bottle while giving her pointers 
on how to survive. Again and again, though, Mary was taken by hostiles. At four a.m., she 
collapsed against the sofa pillows and said, “I give up!”
He leaned against her, laughing, “It's because you keep hesitating. Show no mercy!”
They lay like that for some time, and Mary thought he had fallen asleep. She was afraid 
to move because he felt so good against her. His skin was warm and soft, and he smelled like the 
lime wedged into his bottle of tequila.
“You're amazing,” she whispered.
“You're pretty amazing, too,” he slurred. “Way more amazing than Melanie.”
His words elated her. “I am not.”
“You are!” He sat up, but quickly cuddled against her once again. “You're totally the 
coolest chick. Melanie never hangs out with me like this. You're, like, a dude with tits. Really 
big tits!”
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Mary slapped at his shoulder and laughed and studied him to see if he was serious, if he 
really liked her. He leaned in and kissed her. In the half-light of the screen, they pressed against 
one another, making out until Mary turned her back to him, and he yanked down her tights.
She worried about him noticing her belly, so she held his hands to her breasts under the 
hoodie until he came. He fell asleep soon after, and she lay against him, feeling happy, as though 
she had been starved her whole life and now had food. Luke was sweeter than any boy she had 
ever met. She knew she should return to her own room, but she couldn't bear to leave him. She 
drifted off next to him on the floor. That night, she had a recurring dream that her baby slipped 
out of her and lay dead among the potato chips crumbs on the carpet.
In the morning, she blinked awake, her face sore from the scratchy couch pillow. She 
knew without turning that Luke was gone but raised her head to be sure. Disappointed, she lay 
back down and fall asleep again.
“I can't believe it! How could you do this to me?”
It was Melanie's voice. Mary thought she was dreaming, but she opened her eyes to see 
both Avery and Melanie standing over her.
“How could you sleep with Luke?” Melanie shouted. “How could you?”
“I'm sorry,” Mary said, cradling her arms over her head. “I am so sorry.”
“I've been nothing but nice to you! I even buy you food sometimes!”
“I fucked up. I will never do it again. I just... forgot.”
“You forgot? You forgot?” Melanie turned red; spit flew from her mouth. She turned and 
kicked the throw pillow. “And you are so fat! Big as a whale! This is worse than disgusting!”
“You have to move out,” Avery said. “And we mean today.”
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Mary cried all afternoon while she packed. She texted Travis, but he didn't reply. She 
thought of texting her mother but didn't. Finally, she texted Avery: I am pregnant. It's not 
Luke's. But just so you know. I have nowhere to go.
While Mary was stripping her sheets, Avery knocked on the open door. She sat on the 
mattress, and a softened look stole over her. “Mary, I told Melanie about you.”
Mary froze.
“Is it really true? You're pregnant?”
“Uh-huh.”
“And you don't have anywhere you can go? Not even back to your parents? Don't you 
think they would forgive you? You're their kid!”
Mary cast her eyes to her bare feet.
“Well, we didn't know what to do. So, we talked with the pastor from our church, 
Reverend Henry. He's a really amazing guy. He says you should go in and talk to him. I know 
you don't get along with your parents, but he says he can sit down with all of you and work this 
out.”
“Are you still kicking me out?”
“Look, you can stay until you get things figured out, if you promise to meet with 
Reverend Henry.”
“Okay.”
Avery nodded. “Um, so we also want you to know that Melanie and I are praying on 
you.”
Mary blinked. “You're preying on me?”
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“Uh-huh. We're Christians, and so no matter what you are, no matter how mad you made 
us, we try to be like Jesus and turn the other cheek. Plus, as Reverend Henry reminded us, the 
baby is innocent. The baby didn't do anything wrong. I guess we're all part of the Lord's plan, 
even Luke.”
Reverend Henry sprawled in an overstuffed loveseat in his small office, his long legs 
almost touching Mary, who sat across from him in a folding chair. He had a handlebar 
moustache that drooped from either side of his thin gray face. “The girls told me about your 
problem.”
Mary found his steady gaze disconcerting. She glanced around the office, settling on a 
colorful framed painting of a butterfly. She tried to remember the Spanish word for it, the one the 
Mexican woman sang to her baby, but she couldn't.
“You might think you got yourself in trouble. Trouble that you'll never see your way 
clear of. But you know what? It's an old story,” he said. “Very old. Did you know the bible tells 
of another girl about your age? Gonna have a baby and scared out of her wits? In fact,” he 
chuckled, “you even have her name.”
Mary smiled, her eyes on his feet. He wore beige cowboy boots that rose up in a point at 
the very tip.
“Now, as I understand it, your big problem is finding a good manger where to have that 
beautiful baby.”
“I don't want it.”
Adrenaline shot through Mary as the words left her mouth. She drew her arms around 
herself.
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“You mean you don't want to go back to your folks?”
She shrugged.
“I know, I know. You think they'll never forgive you.” He paused for a moment,
breathing loudly through his nose, and then said, “But listen. Give them a try. Lots of parents just 
need time to accept what's happened, learn to see things as God's will. Give them one look at the 
newborn babe, though,” he smiled, “and they sing a different tune. I've seen this before. Tell me, 
how far along are you?”
“Not far,” she lied. “Just a couple of months.”
“Okay, we have time on our side, then. Will you let me call them?” 
She shook her head.
“How about you tell me why you don't want to go home?”
They sat in silence. Reverend Henry staring at her, into her, and Mary's eyes on the tip of 
his boot.
“Okay, what I would like is for you to do is think on this for a couple of days. Remember 
that you have options. If your folks don't work out, there's centers for girls like you. Good places 
with decent food, and you can even work on your GED. Also, keep in mind adoption as a last 
resort. So many people looking for beautiful babies, especially white babies.”
“The father's black,” she lied again.
“Oh,” he said, sitting upright, scratching his head. “And that's okay, too. God loves all 
his children. We can find a good Christian home for your baby.”
I don't want it! I don't want it! I don't want it! “Thank you.”
“Now you go on and think all this over.”
“Just, look, please don't tell anyone? My parents or anyone?”
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“It'll keep as our secret for now. Just for now, not forever.”
The following Monday night, her roommates went out to study for finals, leaving Mary 
alone. She had felt contractions since the morning, but by early evening they were so strong that 
all she could do was lie in bed and moan. She wound part of her sheet around her hand and rode 
each wave by pulling the rope of thin cotton. Her uterus rose up and heaved, rose up and heaved, 
rose up and heaved, filling her with unbearable pain. It went on and on. She screamed as her 
genitals caught fire. A great release followed, and Mary continued to push through a slithering 
sensation. When she regained her breath, she leaned on an elbow and looked down on the chalk­
white baby. It lay waving its arms and legs in the center of a bloody circle spreading across the 
bed. A girl. She picked her up and turned her over, and soon the baby began to wail. Mary fell 
back as her uterus seized, and out came the afterbirth. She turned her cheek against the sheet, 
resting for a moment. There was no way for her to cut the umbilical cord. She knew it must be 
done, and so she bent over the baby and chewed at the cord until it gave way.
The baby's screams filled Mary with purpose, with strength. She swung her legs over the 
side of the bed, pulling her child against her naked chest, and stood up.
“Don't cry,” she whispered. “It will be okay.”
The baby shrieked and shrieked.
Mary staggered down the hall to the bathroom, and her stomach hurt and blood ran from 
between her legs and she viewed everything from an odd perspective, like from a dream or a 
carnival ride. She eased back the bathroom door, and what opened before her was her mother's 
place of refuge. Where her mother bleeds alone in the dark until Mary flicks on the light, and the 
yellow linoleum and white porcelain shine with bright blood, and somebody—her mother?—is 
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crying, Why?! Oh why?! And Mary is crouching against the door, her tiny hands full of ice chips, 
full of cotton balls.
One foot on the rim of the tub and the slick baby on her thigh. Screaming hits Mary from 
every direction in the small, hard space. The hiss of hot water does nothing to cover the sound. 
Mary has the baby under her arm, and there is the sharp edge of the sink and underneath, a door. 
She cracks it open, but she already knows what she will find. The bright pink box of straight 
razors, silently waiting for her. She slides a fingernail underneath a new blade, then she pops it 
from the molded plastic liner. It is cool and light in the center of her palm. The baby cries and 
cries. Mary studies the razor's trapezoid shape and fine tapering, its ruthlessly thin edge. Just a 
cheap bit of metal and yet it offers Mary a profound sense of focus, just as it always has. She 
draws a long slow breath. The muscles in her jaw, stomach, and shoulders loosen.
On the closed lid of the toilet, she clutches the slippery baby to her chest. She rocks the 
infant, side to side, forward and back, and in her free hand she wields the razor. She sees this all 
from far away. She knows what to do, but the hand will not fall against the baby. It is her own 
body the hand wants, all the wrong places, the flat expanse of her arms and legs. Wake up! Wake 
up!
She moves on to the two targets of her wrists and slashes.
“It's all better now,” Mary says, but her words are the howls of a baby.
There is no rush. She is patient, standing in the pool of blood. Soon she eases into the tub. 
The water is scalding, heat like ice against her skin. The water rises, and Mary with the baby in 





I woke up this morning to distant screaming. It came from outside the window and grew 
louder and louder until the shrill call filled my ears. Crane, I thought. Sandhill crane. I threw 
open my balcony door and yes, there it flew, high above my house and heading to the beach 
some blocks away.
I remind myself to notice the beauty in my life, not just the horror. How else can I 
continue?
Of course, keeping this diary is madness. One day it could be used against me. We are 
called murderers, baby killers, Jezebels, and whores. We fear for our lives, for each other's lives, 
for the lives of our patients. There is a notice above the sink in the breakroom that reads, 
REMAIN VIGILANT AT ALL TIMES. And another on the bulletin board in our small waiting 
room with directions on how to exit the building: DO NOT LOITER, DO NOT ENGAGE WITH 
PROTESTORS, IF PHYSICALLY THREATENED RETURN TO THE BUILDING 
IMMEDIATELY.
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Our fear extends beyond the clinic. If I find a package on my doorstep, I do not open it 
but place it carefully into the dumpster. I stay off the internet. I never trust a stranger. After the 
rash of recent car bombs, I no longer drive. I walk a different route to and from work each day.
My friends wonder that the clinic has any patients or staff left at all. We no longer see the 
wealthier people, as those with means can just fly somewhere like Sweden or Norway where 
there are no mandatory counseling periods or residency restrictions, and this also allows them to 
keep their names out of the U.S. abortion registry. These days all our patients are poor because 
their only other option is a back-alley procedure, which is still expensive but also medically 
risky. As of last year, it also carries a ten-year minimum prison sentence.
People ask why I continue working at the clinic. As a nurse, I could easily find a job 
elsewhere. Our clinic is one of only six left in the United States, and the last one in Alaska. It has 
become a battlefield, and we are now just eleven strong: two doctors, six nurses, and three staff. I 
think the others feel as I do; we're simply incapable of abandoning our patients. Yesterday, a 
donor left us a check with a note calling us fearless, but the truth is, we are all afraid.
April 17
What a fitful night full of strange sounds. I kept waking up and thinking someone was 
outside my window, in my yard, on my deck. Several times I got up to look but found nothing. I 
finally said to myself, Irene, you are not allowed to get out of bed one more time. If they murder 
you while you're sleeping, so be it! I did manage to fall into a deeper sleep, but then came a 
recurrent nightmare, each one a different version of the same scene, like various shades of a 
single color: I am trying to reach the doorway of the clinic, and each time, a mob of angry people 
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push closer and closer until, just as my hands reach the smoked glass of the front door, they 
overtake me.
I've heard that in dreams you can't die, but I do. In every nightmare, they kill me.
April 18
Today, the terrorists—I refuse to call them protestors—showed up again. This is nothing 
new. Even years ago in California, I would sometimes have to push past them just to get to work. 
But now they are bolder, meaner, more dangerous.
So many states have fallen to their laws. All the southern and more rural states, and even 
places like New York and California, now have thirty-day counseling restrictions. Last year, 
Alaska fell to a heartbeat law, banning all abortions after the sixth week. Crazy to think that we 
were among the first states to legalize, years before Roe versus Wade, and now we've been 
pushed to a near total ban, the six-week law. Even that is not enough for them. What they are 
after is a total overturn, even in cases of rape and incest.
The men who stalk the parking lot with giant sonogram images stapled to wooden stakes 
are far more aggressive than ever before, yelling racist and sexist slurs at us. Groups of equally 
frightening women follow after them, screaming prayers like curses and flapping their bibles. 
People dress as grim reapers, circling around us, shoving and jabbing us with their plastic 
scythes, sometimes standing shoulder-to-shoulder in front of our doors.
Today the terrorists not only stood in my way, some spit at me and pulled at my clothes, 
while others lay hands on me in prayers that quickly became violent as their nails dug at my skin. 
They screamed that I hated babies and children, but the truth is that I would like nothing more 
than to be a mother. I always thought once I hit my thirties, I would settle down and have a 
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family. Now I can't fathom bringing a child into the horrors of this world. I was shaking so hard 
when I got through the doors, I had to take some time alone upstairs in the breakroom.
Years ago, our clinic was forced out of the medical suite on the hospital campus, and now 
we've set up shop in an old house in the busy port district across the bridge from downtown. It's 
not a bad site. The breakroom is way up in a tower over the third floor, and its many windows 
overlook the gray waters of the inlet below. We can also see several mountain ranges from up 
here, the close by Chugach and, farther away, the ghostly Alaska and Talkeetna mountains. It's a 
beautiful and comfortable room, full of plush furniture and donated paintings. There are also 
pillows and quilts made by Leticia, an older nurse who vows she will never retire.
I made a cup of tea and gazed outside. Fortunately, the grounds and strife below are not 
visible from the tower, so all I could see were mountains, sky, and water. This helped to calm 
me, and soon I headed down to take a look at my appointment schedule. Mostly paps and 
prenatals, plus a follow up sonogram as a cancer screening. What people don't understand is that 
most of what we do is simply basic healthcare, of which abortion is a relatively small part. But 
it's the small part that brings on so much trouble, which is why so many clinics have ceased 
those services.
Once I began to engage with my first patient of the day, with a clipboard in my hand and 
a stethoscope about my neck, I was all business and came fully back into myself. The fear 
slipped away. But by mid-morning, busloads of children were set loose on the grassy area in 
front of the building, as sometimes happens. They linked hands in front of the steps and crowded 
the door to bar our patients' entry, and fear took hold of me once again. We took turns meeting 
our patients in the parking lot and walking them up the steps, telling the kids to stand back, and 
when they refused, we had to duck under their arms or force our way between them.
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Later in the day, the kids had a break to eat hot dogs, play games, and paint their faces. 
As sweet as they looked from the safety of my examining room window, I knew that even the 
kids could be dangerous. Not long before closing, a teenage boy leapt at one of our patients 
leaving the building, calling her a “black bitch” and punching her in the face, bruising her eye. 
We were able to get her back through the door and treat her wound, but two of our staff members 
were kicked in the process.
I hate when the kids show up. They bring a truly hellish quality to the scene, merging a 
sense of summer camp with terror and hatred. Fatimah, a colleague from Saudi Arabia, told me 
that this is how it is now at the public beheadings in Riyadh, in a park known as “chop-chop 
square.” She often tells me, “Things are much worse there, but it's the same mindset.”
Today, two policemen were in the crowd, supposedly keeping the peace. They say their 
job is to protect us, but they are slow to act and often pretend not to see. The boy who assaulted 
my patient was not arrested, even though several of us saw it happen and pointed him out. The 
police said they couldn't do anything because nobody caught it on film. Meanwhile, the boy sat 
in a lawn chair, eating cotton candy and smirking at us, while others gathered around him, 
shaking his hand, patting his back, and giving him high fives. The smug look in his eye terrified 




What a long day! Preacher Mike arrived at noon with his van full of teens. They brought 
their paintball guns, an arsenal, and filled them with red paint pellets. All our afternoon clients 
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got hit, and of course the building. At one point, they stormed the door and shot up the waiting 
room. We had to close the clinic early.
The police negotiated the teens' departure, only arresting two of them, the ones caught on 
the police cam, when they had all been involved. Preacher Mike, who surely put them up to this 
action, was not even questioned.
“This is totally out of control!” I yelled at one of the officers. “They're dangerous.”
“Let's not exaggerate,” he said. “It's just paint.”
April 20
Again, a sound like someone on my back deck. I took a flashlight out there, and it indeed 
looked like someone had tracked dirt along the boards. Sleep is impossible now. I can't help but 
wonder if somehow the protestors found out where I live. Violence at clinics is nothing new— 
there have been shootings and bombings since the eighties—but now doctors, volunteers, 
activists, and nurses just like me are stalked and killed in our homes.
I got online to read the news, hoping to distract myself. Like most days, the headlines 
made my cringe. Woman Strangled. Woman Shot. Woman Assaulted. Then one in the lower 
corner caught my eye, Teen gives birth and drowns self and baby.
What kind of a world is this?
Oh God, I think someone really is out there!
It's been a long night. Yes, there was someone outside my window—I wasn't just 
imaging things. I saw a shadow pass by along the side of the house, and I heard the gate latch. I 
grabbed my flashlight and a baseball bat, and then I went out there, heart pounding. A sort of 
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craziness had seized me. I didn't even think of calling the police. I was looking for a fight, half­
expecting to get shot.
I stood on the deck and searched the yard with my flashlight. There was a movement, the 
door to my shed snapping shut. I strode out there in my slippers and robe, wielding the bat over 
my shoulder. The night was quiet except for the sound of a single motor in the distance.
I threw open the shed door, ready to attack, and a girl with long hair leapt to her feet and 
squinted against the shine of the flashlight.
“Sorry! I'm sorry!” she yelled.
I shone the light all around the shed. She was young, just a teen, and looked to be alone. 
She had a sleeping bag laid out alongside one of my camp chairs, plus she was using my storage 
box as a table. Her frame pack stood in the corner, and clothing was strewn about the floor. I 
turned and swept the light around the yard, making sure there was nobody else lurking there. My 
heart still raced, but I was beginning to feel easier about the situation.
“What are you doing here?”
She eyed the bat in my hand. “I'll go.”
I lowered the bat and leaned it against a box. With her thin shoulders hunched, chin 
tucked, she turned from the light. She looked maybe fifteen or sixteen, with loads of messy black 
hair falling across her face and down her worn flannel shirt. She was clearly terrified. I clicked 
off the flashlight, and darkness overtook us. Was she homeless? A runaway? Mixed up with 
drugs? Were the police looking for her?
“Are you alright?” I asked.
“I'm sorry.” She looked up at me then, and her voice came out thick with tears. “There's 
no where I can go.”
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I looked through the broken window of the shed to the moonlight outside. A runaway, I 
guessed. “Where do you live? Where are your folks?”
She twisted the strap of her bag, her long hair hanging in her face.
“Are you from around here?”
She nodded.




“You do? You know me?” I looked closer but was at a loss. Could she be a friend's 
daughter? “How do you know me?”
“You used to be my neighbor. I'm Grace.”
“Grace?” I thought for a minute. Then it hit me. The Bird Girl! She was a kid from my 
old neighborhood, quirky and sweet, adorably obsessed with birds. It had been years. “Gosh, I 
didn't even recognize you. How old are you now?”
“Fifteen,” she said.
“Wow! You were just a kid when I last saw you, now you're a full-fledged teenager. So, 
what going on, Bird Girl?”
She remained silent.
“Do your folks have any idea where you are?”
She gave a slight shake of her head.
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I could have seen this coming. I remember feeling bad for the kid, stuck with parents like 
hers. What a strange blend they were, overly strict while also oddly neglectful. I wasn't a bit 
surprised that she'd run away.
“It's okay. You can tell me what happened.”
“Can we talk about it tomorrow? I'm just really tired. I don't feel well. I haven't eaten all 
day. Can I please just stay here tonight without you calling my parents? Please? They think I'm 
at a friend's house all weekend, I swear. They're not out looking for me or anything.”
What could I do? It was the middle of the night. I knew she'd take off if I pushed a phone 
call. I took her in and fed her leftover spaghetti and hot chocolate, and then I made up the couch 
for her.
I hoped she went right to sleep. Insomnia took hold of me, so here I am writing in my 
journal. I'm thinking about years back when Grace used to be a regular visitor at my place. She 
was friendless, lonely, and her mother insisted on homeschooling. But as far as I could tell, 
Grace was left to fend for herself. I was shocked when I discovered that at ten years old, she 
could barely read. I was new to town and recovering from a terrible breakup, so I didn't mind the 
company.
A couple times a week, I would help her with reading. She told me that she didn't have 
any school texts besides a math workbook and a bible. I didn't have any kids' books, but I had 
several illustrated birding guides, which she loved. Not only did her literacy quickly improve, 
she became a bird expert. I have to smile thinking about how she used to rattle off bird facts 
while I worked my garden or shoveled my walkway. All these years later, some of the 
information is still lodged in my brain.
Wandering tattlers fly 3,500 miles in just three days.
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A hermit thrush sings over twelve thousand songs that each last only two seconds.
No other animal in the world sees as much daylight as the arctic tern.
I can still picture her, skinny as a rail in her too short jeans, following me through the 
yard, breathless with bird facts.
The last time I saw Grace, she was twelve and had finally convinced her mother to enroll 
her in the neighborhood junior high. Her mother was going door-to-door with Grace in tow, 
complaining about the seventh-grade health class curriculum and collecting signatures against 
sex ed at all levels in the public schools. During our conversation, I ended up telling her more 
than my view on the subject, I also told her about my job, explaining that so many teen 
pregnancies could be avoided by simply educating them. She reared back as though I'd struck 
her, then grabbed poor Grace by the wrist and yanked her down the stairs of the duplex. The girl 
never came over again. In fact, I never saw her play outside after that incident, though sometimes 
I'd see her through the window, and she'd hold her palm to the pane.
April 21
I didn't have the heart to wake her in the morning before work, so I left a note telling her 
I would be back at five and inviting her to make herself at home. After my shift, I walked back to 
my place through the rain, and there, sitting on my front fence, was Grace. She was lost in the 
process of buttoning each notch of her drenched denim jacket. I should have left her a key. Long 
coils of her wet hair spread over her shoulders and down her back.
“Did you lock yourself out?”
“Unfortunately.” Tiny beads of rain hung from the girl's long dark lashes. “I went down 
to the water to check out which shorebirds are back in town.”
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And?
She pulled her denim collar tight around her throat. “Big find! I saw a dowitcher, a short­
billed dowitcher!”
“Really? Short-billed? Are you sure?”
“Yes, I'm positive. It let me get really close. They do that, you know. The tamest of the 
shorebirds.”
I laughed. “You look so much older, but in some ways, you haven't changed at all. But 
you must be freezing! You're soaked through and through. Come on in and warm up, then we 
can talk.”
I made a quick stir fry and a pot of green tea while she showered. Once we sat down to 
eat, I started in with the questions.
“So, why did you run away?”
“Wait! First, I have a present for you.” She retrieved her wet jacket and dug through the 
pockets until she found the item, a feather. She laid it on the table. “I noticed that you still have 
your collection.”
“The one you started for me, yes. But it's much bigger now.” I glanced at the three jelly 
jars full of feathers lining my desk. Then picked up her new find, running my fingertips over the 
brown and white fronds. “What would you guess it is?”
“A black turnstone. I'm positive. You know they're the only shorebird that stays in 
Alaska all winter. Lucky them, huh?”
I laughed. I remembered that even as a little kid, she had a sarcastic sense of humor.
“Okay, thanks for the wonderful gift, but no more detours. Tell me why you're here.”
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Now she settled her feet on the kitchen chair and pulled her knees against her chest. She 
pressed her hands over her face for a minute, and then said all in a rush, “Um, because I have 
nowhere else to go, and I pretty much wish I was dead.”
“Why?”
She twirled a tendril of hair around her index finger. “Well, actually, I like being alive.
What I wish is that I could time travel, just go back in time and fix everything.”
“Like what?”
“I want life to go back to how it was. This might sound weird, but I actually love high 
school. I'm probably the only kid in the world who wants to be there. My teachers are awesome, 
especially Mrs. Fields—she teaches chemistry and makes things explode all the time. And I'm 
on the yearbook committee, which is super fun because we're all nerds. Plus, I take pictures for 
the school newspaper. I'm pretty good, too, believe it or not.”
“I believe it.”
“I'm also starting to think about college. My parents even agreed to it, as long as it's a
Catholic school, they'll let me go.”
“So what happened?”
She chewed her lip and thought for a minute. “Well, I went on a church trip over spring 
break with my youth group. It was really fun and all that, we were building houses in Guatemala. 
But it was weird. Everybody on the trip was hooking up. Like, everybody. Each night, we did a 
community dinner and then a group check-in and if we had time, games. Lights out was at ten, 
but as soon as the adults fell asleep, we all snuck down to the river.”
I could have guessed the rest, but I stayed quiet while she worked up the nerve to go on.
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“So, I kind of liked this guy, never mind what his name is because he's totally lame and 
we already broke up, but I liked him on the trip, and, well, I guess we sort of had sex. I mean, 
barely. To be honest, I didn't even like it, and I don't understand because I stopped it right away, 
but...” She grew quiet.
Through the window behind her, an arrow of geese cut the sky, their calls growing 
suddenly quite loud. “Canadians,” she said, turning to watch their dark forms flutter across the 
still-bright sky. “Did you know that if one goes down and can't fly, the others stay with it?”
“They do? For how long?”
“Until it's dead or can fly again.”
“Grace,” I said, “what's going on?”
Her eyes glassing with tears. “I don't know what I'm going to do.”
“Are you pregnant?”
She nodded. “I did a test as soon as I missed my period. It's like my worst fear come 
true. And I can never, never tell my parents. They would kill me. Seriously.”
“Have you thought through your options?”
She nodded. “I'm not having it. There is just no way I'm going to have a baby.”
“Do you know how far along you are?”
“I took the test last week. I spent every minute since then hoping it would just go away. 
I'm such an idiot.”
“No, you're not. You just had an accident, that's all. It happens.” I thought for a minute. 
“It sounds like you might be under the six-week mark, but there's also a parental consent law. So 
even if it's early enough, you're still in a bind.”
“What can I do? Can I go to California or somewhere?”
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“You would need residency and at least the consent of one parent.”
“I googled an article saying that a judge can waive consent.”
“Yes, well, that was true last year, but the new law says a minor would have to either get 
a new legal guardian who then consents or become emancipated.”
“Emancipation?” She brightened. “Well, but they'll take my college money. Still, if that's 
my only choice.”
I took a breath. “You have to be sixteen, and the emancipation process takes at least six 
months to a year.”
“What? That's crazy! By then I'd, I'd—” She pressed her forehead to the table. When she 
sat up again, she said, “So then I really don't have any options, do I? I mean besides offing 
myself.”
“Don't do that. There's always another way.”
“Like what?”
I wasn't about to tell her about the back-alley abortionists. They're springing up 
everywhere, at exorbitant costs, of course, and already there have been deaths. Last month, a 
woman died of an infection right here in Anchorage. Every week, we see patients coming in due 
to complications after botched abortions.
The truth is, I didn't have any other options for the poor kid. “There's adoption.” My 
voice cracked as I said it.
“Aren't you listening? I said I don't want it at all. I just want everything normal again.
I'm only a sophomore! I want to be a regular kid, not... not pregnant! I don't want to have a 
baby! I don't want it! I don't want it!” She began to weep.
“I'm sorry. I shouldn't have suggested it.”
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“I'm so stupid! I'm a total fucking idiot!”
“Hey, you're not stupid,” I said, rubbing her back. “It's these laws that are stupid. Things 
are changing so fast. Just last year, you could have gotten this taken care of, no problem. A judge 
would have been on your side.”
“My parents are going to kill me!” she cried. “And I have to go through with it! Is that 
what you're saying? That I have to?”
I didn't know what to say, so I said nothing.
She stood up. “Thanks for everything. I'm going.”
“Wait! Where?”
She swept up her denim jacket and plunged her arms into the wet sleeves. “What does it 
matter? My life is ruined! It's over!”
“No,” I said, grabbing her by the shoulders. “It's not. We'll figure something out. I can't 
let you leave like this. I'd be so worried I'd have to call the police.”
“The police?” Hey eyes widened in terror. “Please don't! Please! I came here thinking 
you might actually help me. Now you're going to call the police?”
“Okay, just sit down. Don't rush off. Let's think this through. Stay here tonight, and if 
you promise not to hurt yourself in any way, I promise I'll stick with you until we find a 
solution.”




Grace returned home today so as not to worry her parents. She agreed to think things 
through a bit more, go to school, complete her homework, and continue as though nothing were 
different. Her parents are used to her studying at the library most nights, so she asked me if she 
could hang out here instead. I said it was alright, but I warned her that I would need some time to 
figure out options for her.
“Hurry, though,” she said on her way out the door. “I feel like I've swallowed a time 
bomb. I'm puking every morning, and I'm really worried I'm going to start showing. I have to 
deal with this soon. I'm so stressed. I can't sleep at all.”
“Try not to worry so much,” I said. “Things will be okay.”
“Yeah, one way or another.” She shaped a gun with her thumb and finger, raised it to her 
head, and pulled the trigger. “It's all good.”
“You promised me you wouldn't do anything to hurt yourself.”
“If you can help me. I just don't see how you can.”
“Give me some time.”
April 28
Grace was just here, collapsed on the floor. She's still living at home, but every day she's 
here when I get off work. I knew she would hate the only option I found for her: confidential 
counseling to help her navigate her situation.
Her response was, “Bullshit! No way!”
I couldn't bear it, watching her just lie there, inert, not even crying anymore. “Say 
something. Please. Anything.”
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She shut her eyes and after a moment said, “Do you remember that day you and my 
mother argued about her stupid school district petition? The one about sex ed?”
“I do.”
“On the way home, she called you a monster.”
“A monster? Really? I guess I'm not surprised. We have pretty different values.”
“You think?” She closed her eyes. “I used to pretend that I was adopted, that they weren't 
my real parents. I used to pretend you were my mom.”
I smiled. “You did?”
“Uh huh. But that day, I knew it was all just make believe and that I was stuck. And I 
knew it would be a long time until I got out. It was a pretty bad day.”
“How did you make it through?”
“I just focused on school. Thank God they let me keep going.”
“That was lucky.”
“I've always felt like I didn't belong with them. I've always felt different.”
I nodded.
“I mean, you don't think abortion is wrong, do you?”
“It doesn't matter what I think. What matters is what you think. How do you feel about 
it?”
“I think it's just like an eraser, like when I screw up on a math test, I flip my pencil over 
and get a chance to fix it.”
“That makes sense to me.”
“My parents are always going on and on about all the souls who never got born! By that 
logic, they should have had twenty kids instead of only one. We should all breed like rabbits, if 
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it's so important to give every stupid soul a chance to be born. Provide life for every sperm and 
egg!”
I laughed. “It's not really funny, though. That'll be next on their agenda.”
“Why don't they devote all this time and energy to helping the kids who are here?” Now 
she's was crying. “Like their own kids! Why don't they make some time for their own kids?”
April 30
By six, great masses of dark clouds had blown over the city, blocking out the sun and 
nearly turning day into night. As I walked home, I pulled my hood up against the rain. A certain 
kind of rainy spring day often set me to grief—a most overwhelming emptiness.
When I arrived home, there was Grace.
“I promised I would come to you before I did anything to hurt myself,” she said. “Well, 
I'm here. But what good will this do? You promised to help me, and you can't. You can't do a 
thing!”
I felt lightheaded as an idea came to me. No, I thought. No way! I have to think this 
through. But I couldn't stop myself. “I can do something, and I will.”






There weren't very many terrorists at the clinic this morning, but throughout the day 
more came, in cars, buses, even a couple of RVs. I was looking out the window with Leticia, one 
of the other nurses.
“They're up to something today,” she said, shaking her head slowly. “Can't you just feel 
it in the air?”
“Aren't they always up to something?”
“Mm-mmm. Today it's some kind of special hell they got planned. Mark my words.”
By noon the kids had arrived, and by two o'clock the parking lot was filled with people.
Near closing time, my last patient texted the front desk for an escort. I went out there with two 
staff members, doing my best not to react to the cursing and spitting from the crowd. In the 
grassy area out front, there stood a small coffin of bright mahogany, and sitting in it was a little 
boy. A group of women stood in a circle around the coffin, singing trancelike hymns.
As we walked back from the parking lot with our patient, one of the women yelled at the 
child, “Lie down and be quiet! You're supposed to be dead!”
It was Grace's mother.
I tried to turn before she saw me, but it was too late.
“I know her!” she cried. “Her name is Irene. Irene Thomas. She's been murdering babies 
in our town for years! Murderer! Murderer!”
The crowd started to chant, “Murderer-murderer-murderer!”
My client walked with a cane, but we did our best to get her quickly into the building.
“You're right, Leticia,” I whispered as I passed her in the hall. “They have a kid in a 
coffin out there.”
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“Just wait! I bet there's more to come.”
She was right. By the time my patient left, the women had begun to move, slowly circling 
the coffin. One of them let out a piercing wail as she tore at the skin of her face. Tracks of bright 
blood stood out, and then all of the women were screaming and hurting themselves. They 
dragged their nails across their faces, necks, chests, and arms. Some yanked out clumps of their 
hair. One held what looked like a belt, and she struck herself on the back and legs with each slow 
step.
Meanwhile, a man read scripture into a microphone, while the crowd moved in with their 
smartphones, snapping pictures and recording the bloody procession.
I ducked back through the clinic doors and joined Leticia at the window.
“Self-flagellation?” I said. “Are we living in medieval times?”
“Huh! Better they do it to themselves than to us!”
She had a point. “We better get out of here before they change tactics.”
We decided it was best to exit in pairs, staggered every five minutes, to draw less 
attention to ourselves. Leticia and I left last, and by that time, all attention was on one woman, 
Grace's mother, who stood over the coffin holding a knife. Where were the police? This was 
madness. Leticia grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the parking lot, and I made the mistake 
of looking back. Grace's mother held up her arm and then made several slashes from her wrist to 
her elbow. Blood shot from her wounds, showering the child in the coffin.
“Spilled blood of the lambs!” The man's voice boomed from the speakers. “Stop the 
genocide, in His holy name.”
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May 2
Grace collapsed into a kitchen chair. “She's crazy!”
“I'm sorry.”
“This time, she even freaked my father out. Cutting herself up like that? She had to stay 
in the hospital overnight and get a bunch of stitches.” Grace stared at the ceiling. “All she ever 
talks about is how pissed God is and all the ways Jesus suffered and what people in the bible 
fought about thousands of years ago. Like I care!”
The kettle whistled, and I stirred a cup of hot chocolate for her.
“I had a nightmare last night that I started showing, and she found out. Can you imagine 
what she'd do?” Grace shut her eyes. “Irene, can we get this over with soon? Like tonight?”
“It's best if we wait until tomorrow, Saturday.”
“Promise?”
“I promise.”
“I don't know if I can go another twenty-four hours with this time bomb in me.”
May 3
This is the entry I will burn after writing.
Last night, Grace told her parents she was going to five o'clock mass and then sleeping at 
a friend's house. Instead, she came here. We watched movies until close to midnight and then 
walked several blocks in the rain to the clinic. The lights were off, the janitorial service having 
already come and gone. We went around to the back entrance, where I unlocked the gate, and we 
stood for a moment in the small area near the dumpster, looking at the sky.
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It was just dark enough for some stars to show. I don't recall seeing stars in spring before, 
and never so many, but there they were. They shone down on me, heavy, pinning me to where I 
stood.
“They're beautiful,” Grace said.
“Yes, they are.”
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah,” I said. I wasn't worried about the procedure. I'd assisted on so many of them, 
and at this early stage, it was a no-brainer. I also felt fine morally, especially considering just a 
year ago we could have gotten an okay from a judge. The fates had just lined up against Grace. 
She was born at the wrong time in the wrong country to the wrong family. “I guess I'm just 
thinking about all the girls out there in your situation who can't find help.”
We looked at the stars for a while longer, and then Grace said, “Do you think they'll still 
be out later? I mean, after?”
“The procedure just takes ten minutes, and then there'll be some prep and clean up, but
yes, the stars should still be out.”
“So, I'll be able to come back out and look at this same sky?”
“Sure.” I glanced at her and smiled. “You'll be a bit high on valium, but the stars should 
be the same.”
“Good, that's good. I want to come right back out here and look at them, knowing 
everything is back to normal.”
The procedure went well, and I made sure to clean up and store the equipment just as I 
found it. I'd been worried about the valium, but then I remembered I still had some from last
187
summer, when my own doctor had prescribed it to relieve my nighttime anxiety. Soon enough, 
we were outside. Grace wavered a bit on her feet, then raised her arms toward the sky.
“See? The stars are still here,” I said.
“Yeah, and I'm still here, too. Thank you.”
May 4
Her mother thinks she's at the library, so she spent the day here, resting and playing 
games on my laptop. She's just taking ibuprofen now and says she feels fine.
This evening she ate a good portion of the lasagna I made, and after we sat out in the 
sunshine on the back deck. The yard is still stamped down from the long winter, but I know that 
soon enough my lilacs and day lilies will be blooming.
“I do love spring,” I told her.
She adjusted the pillow at her back and brought my binoculars to her eyes. “Bohemian 
waxwing,” she said. And then a minute later, “Hey, a robin! First one of the season!”
“I hear it. They have the best song.”
“Did you know that female songbirds used to sing, too?” she said. “I mean the way back 
ancestors of today's birds.”
“Why did they stop?”
“Nobody knows.”
We sat quietly for a while, listening to the robin's cheerful notes.
“I forgot to tell you,” I said, “yesterday I saw a sandpiper. What do you know about 
sandpipers?”
This was an old game we used to play. She lowered her binoculars and put two fingers to 
her forehead. “They're shorebirds, which happen to be my specialty. Let's see. Oh, here's 
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something. They don't nest in trees. Sandpipers actually build their nests right in the water, in 
vegetation drifting in the tide.”
“I can never stump you, can I?”
She smiled at me then, and after a moment shyly asked, “Would you mind if I sometimes 
stopped by to visit you? I mean, you wouldn't have to make me dinner and all that, but maybe 
sometimes we could sit out here with the binoculars?”
“Of course.”
“Maybe sometimes we could even walk down to the water and have a look around,” she 
said.
“Why not? It would be fun.”
She held the binoculars to her eyes and searched the bright sky. All evening, as scores of 
birds flew past, she told me about each kind. Chickadees, waxwings, swallows, even a pair of 
loons. It was nice to see this part of her again, this happy thread of her soul, the birdwatcher.
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AFTERWORD
Donna Heiland asserts that gothic works “are always stories of transgression” (5). The 
genre is filled with violence, rape, murder, haunting, cruelty, and suffering. In the classic 
literature, if there is love, and there often is, it appears not as the sanctioned love of heterosexual 
marriage, but rather as grave-defying obsession, murderous lust, “perverse” sexual practices, and 
nymphomania. Gothic characters are either too much or too little, possessing qualities that 
exceed or fall far short of the norm, and they carry out plots that are as grim as they are bizarre. 
Oddly, the setting of these wild tales is frequently the home itself. The very place that should be 
safest and most familiar is instead filled with strange dangers. It is within the confines of 
domesticity, marriage, and family that the classic gothic heroine is so often trapped, and so it is 
these laws, the ones governing the home, that are violated.
As I created the works that constitute Shorebirds and Other Stories, I read widely in both 
the classic and contemporary gothic, paying special attention to more overtly feminist writers 
such as Mary Shelley, the Brontes, Oscar Wilde, Daphne du Maurier, Truman Capote, Angela 
Carter, Toni Morrison, Margaret Atwood, Jewelle Gomez, Octavia Butler, Emma Donoghue, 
Mariana Enriquez, and Carmen Machado, to name just a few. However, I also studied those 
authors whose works maintain a more conservative leaning, most notably Joseph Sheridan Le 
Fanu and Bram Stoker. For in the ever-ambiguous gothic, even novels that depict severe 
punishment for transgressors still offer surprising feminist possibilities, often in the depiction of 
fragile patriarchal laws and at least a degree of empathy for the brutalized monster.
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